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ABSTRACT

is thesis describes and compares the practices of social impact assessments in Finland, Norway and 
Sweden. How are social impacts, as caused by any planned intervention, assessed in the countries? 
How do the countries' practices relate to the international theory and practice? What are the 
differences, and/or similarities, between the countries?

SIA is a procedure of assessing and estimating potential social impacts as caused by some kind of 
planned intervention. e origin of SIA is commonly traced back to the introduction of 
environmental impact assessment (EIA). However, it has not won the same recognition as its cousin 
EIA. Since social aspects often are complex and thus difficult to measure and estimate, SIA can be 
used as a procedure to not only cope with quantitative aspects but also qualitative. Since EIA was 
introduced into legislation in Europe through the European Council, the Nordic countries have 
gradually introduced EIA, and impact assessment (IA), in their national legislation. ere has not 
been any introduction of SIA per se in the legislation, however, assessment of social impacts are more 
or less included in the legislation covering EIA and IA.

is thesis shows that SIA, in practice, is used to a differing extent in the countries and that there are 
some differences in what social impacts comprises and how they are assessed. In Norway the more 
overall and general IA is used including both biophysical impacts and social impacts, where the social 
impacts are de$ned and assessed in a rather quantitative way compared to the other two countries. In 
Finland and Sweden, SIA, as de$ned in the international theory and practice, is used to some extent. 
However, the practice in Sweden is not as widespread as in Finland and Norway, where social aspects 
and impacts seems to be more integrated in impact assessments.

Keywords: social impact assessment, SIA, sosiaalisten vaikutusten arviointi, SVA, samfunnsmessig 
konsekvensutredning, KU, social konsekvensbeskrivning, SKB
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SAMMANFATTNING

Den här uppsatsen beskriver och jämför användningen i praxis av social impact assessments, sociala 
konsekvensbeskrivningar (SKB), i Finland, Norge och Sverige. Hur utreds sociala konsekvenser, som 
uppkommit till följd av en planerad aktivitet, i de olika länderna? Hur relaterar ländernas praxis med 
den internationella teorin och praxisen? Vilka är skillnaderna och/eller likheterna mellan länderna?

SKB är ett tillvägagångssätt för att utreda och uppskatta potentiella sociala konsekvenser som 
uppkommit till följd av en planerad aktivitet. SKB brukar vanligtvis sägas ha sitt ursprung i och med 
introduktionen av environmental impact assessment, miljökonsekvensbeskrivningen (MKB), men 
har inte fått samma genomslag som sin kusin MKB:n. Eftersom sociala aspekter ofta är komplexa 
och invecklade, och därför svåra att mäta och uppskatta, kan SKB användas som en metod att 
hantera, inte bara kvanti$erbara aspekter, utan även kvalitativa. Sedan MKB introducerades i 
europeisk lagstiftning genom Europeiska rådet har de nordiska länderna gradvis infört MKB, och 
konsekvensbeskrivningar, i deras nationella lagstiftning. SKB per se har inte introducerats i den 
nationella lagstiftningen, men utredningar av sociala konsekvenser är mer eller mindre en del av 
lagstiftningen för MKB och konsekvensbeskrivningar.

Denna uppsats visar att SKB används i skiftande utsträckning i praxis i länderna och att det $nns 
skillnader i vad sociala konsekvenser tycks omfatta och hur de utreds. I Norge används den mer 
övergripande och generella termen konsekvensbeskrivning vilken inkluderar både miljömässiga och 
sociala konsekvenser där de sociala konsekvenserna utreds och de$nieras i relativt kvantitativa termer 
jämfört med de andra länderna. I Finland och Sverige används SKB, som det de$nieras i den 
internationella teorin och praxisen, till viss del. Men den svenska praxisen är inte lika omfattande 
som i Finland och Norge där sociala aspekter och konsekvenser verkar vara mer integrerade i 
konsekvensbeskrivningar.

Keywords: social impact assessment, SIA, sosiaalisten vaikutusten arviointi, SVA, samfunnsmessig 
konsekvensutredning, KU, social konsekvensbeskrivning, SKB
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Since the Brundtland report in 1987, Our common future, the term sustainable development has 
been adopted throughout the world into many different sectors and contexts. e report’s $rst 
message was that ‘the present pattern of development cannot continue and must be 
changed’ (Brundtland, 1987, p. 2). It also stated that sustainable development should be de$ned as 
comprising much more than just the biophysical environment. e term is commonly described as 
consisting of three dimension all interrelated: the economic, (biophysical) environmental and social 
dimension. With the raising threat of climate change, the (biophysical) environmental dimension has 
been up to extensive discussion all around the world, which seems to have left $rst and foremost the 
social dimension in the shade. However, the social dimension can be seen as more important than 
ever today with the globalisation, as the development of communication and transportation, armed 
con%icts and the climate change continues, the voluntary and involuntary migration of people will 
continue, and increase, leading to new social contexts. As been witnessed in the resent elections to 
the parliaments in the Nordic countries, and elsewhere, the question of integration, and segregation, 
has been given a lot of attention. If adding this to the already well documented social problems such 
as class, poverty and gender inequality, the social contexts of today can be seen as more complex than 
ever.
 Another aspect of the development during the last decades of globalisation, and liberalism, is the 
so called crisis of the welfare state (Jessop, 2002). As the market forces and private companies have 
grown in in%uence and importance, the question of who enforces the social contract and distribute 
social welfare has become more complex. Traditionally the public sector has been responsible for 
providing social welfare services, especially in the Nordic countries (or Scandinavia as it incorrectly 
often is referred to internationally) which often is described as welfare state leaders (Castles, 2001). 
With the privatisation and the stronger private actors of today this has to some extent changed. 
us, the question of who is responsible for the social dimension of development is more difficult to 
answer today.

One way of coping with the biophysical dimension of sustainable development is the undertaking of 
environmental impact assessments (EIAs). In the same way, social impact assessment (SIA), can be 
seen as a way of coping with the social dimension of the environment. Social aspects are often 
included in EIAs as well, at least to some extent. However, EIAs are often focusing on quantitative 
and technical aspects rather than qualitative ones. us, it can be argued that there would be lot to 
gain from complementing EIA with SIA.

SIA is by many authors de$ned as a process of identifying, analysing, managing and monitoring the 
social impacts caused by a planned intervention of some kind. e concept of SIA, however, seems 
to be relatively unknown outside the SIA community, and even though it was introduced along with 
EIA, the latter has reached more recognition leaving SIA in the shadow of EIA. is has been the 
case internationally and thus also in Norway, Finland and Sweden. With a lot of different actors 
involved in the social dimension of development, a standardised procedure such as SIA could be one 
way to secure that the development is striving towards social sustainability.
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A brief history of SIA
e origin of SIA is commonly set to be in 1969 with the introduction of NEPA, the US National 
Environmental Policy Act, along with the introduction of EIA (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995; Taylor et 
al., 2004; Wood, 2003). NEPA was introduced as a legislative policy act with the purpose “to declare 
a national policy which will encourage productive and enjoyable harmony between man and his 
environment (United States, 1969, p. 100). ere was in other words recognition of 
interdependency between changes in the human life and in the physical environment; i.e. the 
de$nition of the environment should be expanded to include also a social dimension. However, there 
was no real comprehension about what the social issues in this dimension really meant (Vanclay, 
2006).
 e introduction of NEPA led to an impressive development of completed EIAs with as many as 
12,000 (see Taylor et al., 2004) under a period of 10 years. However, it took some time before the 
social dimension in NEPA was included (at least to any substantial extent) in the assessments. 
During this 10 year period social analysis within IAs was performed more as economic analysis 
focusing on quantitative measures, such as population change and demand for community services 
(Burdge and Vanclay, 1995; Taylor et al., 2004), economic analysis was in a way a substitute for 
social analysis. SIA was also a rather technocratic procedure focusing on quantitative data rather than 
qualitative, and observations from experts rather than views from the people affected (Buchan, 
2003). is changed to some extent during the 1980s when the affected started to be consulted to a 
larger extent.
 e development of impact assessment was not concentrated to US in particular, but also 
countries such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand can be seen as leading countries in this 
development along with USA. e development continued with the foundation of the International 
Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) in 1981 in Toronto, Canada. e year after, 1982, the $rst 
international conference on SIA was held, again in Canada. With these two events SIA had reached 
an academic and political credibility as a $eld (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995). In 1994 the document 
Guidelines and principles for social impact assessment was given out by the Interorganizational 
Committee on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment in the US. is document 
provided guidance with the aim of assisting in understanding and using SIA within US. e 
document was updated in 2003. Earlier that year another document providing an understanding of 
SIA, not bound to the US context and legislation, was published, the International principles on social 
impact assessment, with the purpose to be used as basis for nations in their development of national 
guidelines (Vanclay, 2003). When this report is written there is an ongoing work within IAIA in 
providing international guidelines which are intended to be based on the International principles on 
social impact assessment (IAIA, 2010).

e introduction of SIA in Europe is difficult to point out, but in 1985 the European Economic 
Community started to recommend environmental impact statements (EISs) for its member states, 
which in 1989 turned into a requirement. e following years after the introduction of this directive, 
Council Directive 85/337/EEC, all the Nordic countries introduced new legislation to ful$l content 
of the directive. Today the legislation in Norway, Finland and Sweden is formulated with some 
differences which will be shown in this study. However, none of the countries has an outspoken 
requirement on SIA to be undertaken, nevertheless, social impacts have been and are assessed in the 
countries. Even though SIA in Europe, and the Nordic countries, has not been a common procedure 
as in other countries (mentioned above), it seems to be some growing interest in SIA within Europe 
today. An example of this is the support from the former Belgium Presidency of the Council of the 
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European Union (in office from July 2010 to January 2011), who promoted an increase in the use of 
SIA within the EU (IAIA Newsletter).

1.2 Problem identification

It seems to be a gap of research undertaken for the implementation and use of SIA in the Nordic 
countries. Of the three countries selected for this study, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, there is only 
in Finland that research on SIA has been undertaken. ere have not been any comparison studies 
between the countries’ practices, which with the development during the last decades could be a 
bene$cent contribution to understand what is done in each country. us, this study is an attempt 
to $ll some of this gap in providing a descriptive and comparative study of the practices of the three 
countries.

1.3 Aim

e aim of this study is to describe and compare the practices of assessment of social impacts, caused 
by any planned intervention, in Finland, Norway and Sweden, and whether the practice of social 
impact assessment (SIA) is used, and if so, in what way. e comparison will be undertaken both as a 
comparison between the countries’ practices and the international practice, and as a comparison 
between the three practices.

1.4 Research questions

e study will focus on and answer the following research questions:

• How are social impacts, as caused by any planned interventions, assessed in the countries?
• How do the countries' practices relate to the international practice?
• What are the differences, and/or similarities, between the countries?

1.5 Disposition of the report and reading instructions

e $rst chapter of introduction gives a background of both the general context of SIA and a brief 
historical overview of the evolution of SIA internationally. e chapter then continues with a more 
detailed problem identi$cation, aim and research questions. e second chapter stresses the 
methodological approaches used in the work of this report. ere have been two major 
methodological approaches used, one for the description of the international theory and practice 
(literature review) and one for the result and analysis of the countries’ practices (case study). In the 
third chapter the international practice of SIA is presented in three main themes: the conceptual 
setting, the institutional setting and the SIA process. e purpose of this division is to thematically 
categorise the content to ease the understanding of the main concept of SIA. e forth chapter then 
presents the results of the case study country by country against the international practice, ending 
with a summarising comparison between the countries’ practices. In the $nal $fth chapter the 
summarising conclusion of the results are stressed followed by a discussion in which some $nal 
thoughts are presented along with research suggestions and future reading. e discussion will also 
include some opinions from the interviewees of the interview study which are not part of the actual 
case study, but more in the orientation of thoughts and wishes aiming at strengthen SIA in the 
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future.

Reading instructions
To avoid misunderstandings when continuing reading this report the following is important to bare 
in mind. From now on the concept ‘environment’ should be understood as more than the 
biophysical meaning which it is sometimes seen as equal to. It should be seen more as the context in 
which something can be understood, concrete (physical) as well as abstract. In other words there are 
different dimensions of the environment, e.g. a biophysical dimension, economic dimension and 
social dimension. us, it will sometimes be written as e.g. the biophysical dimension of the 
environment, or shortly the biophysical environment.
 Another thing worth mentioning is that, throughout the report the order of the three countries  
will be alphabetical: Finland, Norway and Sweden. is to hinder bias perceptions of the type ‘one 
country before another’.
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2 METHOD

Two different methods have been used in this thesis. First, a literature review has been undertaken to 
describe the international theory and practice of SIA. Second, a qualitative case study approach has 
been used for the actual study, where the research questions were answered through the usage of 
document and interview analysis. Since the research questions are rather general and the study is of a 
descriptive orientation, a qualitative method is preferred due to its strength to give a complete and 
holistic description of a situation (Holme and Solvang, 1997). e results of a study using a 
qualitative method are derived from the researcher’s interpretation and understanding of empirical 
data, thus the results are inevitably subjective to some extent even though the aim is to bring about 
as objective results as possible. It is impossible to interpret information in a complete vacuum of 
conceptions (Holme and Solvang, 1997). In this study there is also a linguistic dimension in the 
interpretations since the material is covering different languages: English, Norwegian and Swedish.
 However, even though the results cannot be fully objective the research can still be valid and 
reliable through an objectivity connected to the research procedure. is kind of objectivity can be 
reached through a transparent description of the methods used, i.e. how the research has been 
undertaken, and by the use of triangulation (Holme and Solvang, 1997; Merriam, 1994). 
Triangulation can in this sense be done both through the usage of different methodological 
approaches and of different information sources, ending up in more credible conclusions. e 
triangulation in this study comprises the use of different types of data from documents and 
interviews.

My educational background is within civil engineering and urban and regional planning, and my 
experience of research comes from my $ve years of studying at university level. us, my pre-
understanding on the subject is limited and based on reading rather than practice. e $eld of social 
impact assessment is not something that has been included in my education per se, but it is closely 
linked to planning and thus partly within my subject of study.

Since this is a comparative study of practices between countries a geographical limitation is a 
necessity. e countries in this study - Finland, Norway and Sweden - were chosen due to a good 
accessibility of competent and suitable contacts, $rst and foremost provided by the external 
supervisor. A greater number of countries would not have been possible to include in this study due 
to the timeframe. ere is also a limitation in the amount of collected data, both in written 
documents and interviews where especially the number of interviews have been set to two per 
country. It is also important to admit that the document collection from Finland has been 
problematic since the reports from performed social impact assessments only are available in Finnish 
(a language I do not master). is will be further developed below.

2.1 Literature review of the international practice

e $rst part of the report is a literature review of the literature available concerning the 
international understanding of social impact assessment. is review can be given two objectives: (1) 
it provides an understanding of what SIA is all about, and (2) it gives the sub-questions that are used 
in the analysis of the collected data.
 e literature used in the review was chosen due to its importance for the $eld of SIA. ese 
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articles’ and book’s importance as contributing literature to the understanding of SIA is evident since 
almost all of them can be found in a list of key citations on SIA, given by the International 
Association for Impact Assessment (a link can be found under further reading after the reference 
list). Much of the review is based on two central documents: the US principles and guidelines for social 
impact assessment (Interogranizational Committee, 2003) and the International principles for social 
impact assessment (Vanclay, 2003). e reason why these two documents were chosen is that they 
both tries to give a broad but jet concise understanding of SIA, which can provide a basis for 
practitioners. As their names imply the $rst one is presented in a US context while the latter is of an 
international orientation, which gives the two documents some signi$cant differences, both in details 
and focus. ese two documents gave a good basis and starting point for the literature review, 
showing that even though there are some consensus in the $led there are differences that might be of 
interest when analysing and comparing the practices in the countries in the case study. ese two 
documents were complemented with academic articles and books discussing more detailed 
components of SIA.
 e $ndings in the literature review are summarised in the end of the chapter, creating a 
simpli$ed framework of some of the most important features of the understanding of the 
international theory and practice of SIA.

2.2 Case study

A case study approach was suitable for undertaking this comparative study since it comprises the use 
of different types of empirical material (Merriam, 1994), which can give the research $ndings the 
validity and reliability discussed above. e study is also descriptive rather than experimental, that is, 
it describes the practices rather than showing causes and effects of the practices, which is one of the 
strengths of the case study methodology (Merriam, 1994). e overall research approach was “how”-
oriented rather than “why”-oriented, which is evident in the research questions (how can the practice 
in each country be described and how do they relate to the international practice). e cases in the 
study is the practices in the countries, thus there are three cases: Finland, Norway and Sweden.

2.2.1 Data collection

e data collected for the case study consists of documents and interviews. e documents comprises 
reports of undertaken SIAs and IAs, some academic articles (in the case of Finland), guiding 
documents, and national legislation. e interviews were held with practitioners and researchers 
familiar with the SIA practice in each country of a total of six interviews (two per country).

Documents
e documents of undertaken SIAs and IAs were collected through contact persons and searches on 
the Internet. However, the Internet based-search witnessed of a shortcoming when it comes to 
published SIAs. us, the most of these reports came from contact persons. Along with these reports, 
guidance documents and national legislation were used.
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Finland
In the case of Finland the linguistic barrier made it difficult to come across SIA reports since all 
reports found were in Finnish (something that also was con$rmed through contact with practitioners 
in Finland). erefore, the documentation of SIA and IA-reports from Finland constitutes of 
summaries and case reports in scienti$c articles. Some of the conclusions of the practice are drawn 
from the results of these scienti$c case studies, as a substitute for the lack of actual SIA and IA-
reports. us, the results are to some extent depending on the $ndings of the case studies, hence 
there are some gaps compared to the other two countries. ere were three research articles used, all 
with some case report, and three guiding documents of which one is from a municipality and three 
are more general (national) guidelines of social assessment. Added to this the regulatory context were 
described through two legal acts: the Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure, and the 
Land Use and Building Act.

Norway
e documentation from Norway comprises $ve impact assessment reports, or partial reports, two 
guidance documents and national legislation. Two of the reports were made for plan drafts for 
establishing of new roads. e rest were made for IAs for applications of activities more in project 
form (coal-mining, wind park, and an oil extraction activity). One of the guidance documents is 
provided by the national road administration of how to undertake IA (especially for planned road 
establishments), while the other is a more general guidance on how to evaluate health and well-being 
aspects in IA, provided by the Ministry of health and social affairs. e legislation regulating impact 
assessments, the Act on impact assessment, was used to understand the regulatory context.

Sweden
In the study of the Swedish practice $ve reports from social impacts assessments were used, of which 
two were made for master plans and the rest for projects. e projects were all located in the 
northern part of Sweden concerning mining and wind power activities. e three guidance 
documents used are from the Swedish national association of the native sami people, a municipality 
from the northern part of Sweden, and a guidance provided by the Swedish Railway Administration 
(today Swedish Transport Administration). In addition to this was the Environmental Code used 
when referring to the Swedish national legislation.

ere are some differences in labelling between countries considering the assessment of social 
impacts: in Finland there are two common labels, social impact assessment (in Finnish: sosiaalisten 
vaikutusten arviointi) and the more general term human impact assessment (including social and 
health assessments. In Finnish: ihmisiin kohdistuvien vaikutusten arviointi); in Norway the more 
general term impact assessment is used (in Norwegian: konsekvensutredning); and in Sweden social 
impact assessment is used in most cases (in Swedish: social konsekvensbeskrivning). However, the 
SIA and IA documents used in this case study all have a substantial part where social aspects are 
assessed (impacts on society), and not only biophysical aspects in EIAs, which has been the only 
constraint that the selection was based on (i.e. there are no EIAs where the social impacts are shortly 
mentioned in the data collection, but all have an outspoken focus on social issues).

Interviews
To be able to perform some triangulation the documents are complemented with a smaller interview 
study comprising six interviews of knowledgeable people. For the interview study to be resulting in 
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any valid information to use, the interviews had to be done in a systematic manner (Lantz, 2007). 
us, the interviews were all done after the same semi-structured interview plan (see Appendix 3) 
where a set of a priori formulated questions were answered through conversation rather than 
interrogation. e questions are derived from the literature review (and do to a large extent concur 
with the sub-questions of the content analysis outlined below), with the purpose of giving enough 
information to be able to generalise some conclusions of the practices in the countries. Since each 
interview study (one for each country) only constitutes of two interviews, the possible generalisation 
is limited. However, as a complementation to the documents collected it can give some validity to 
the conclusions through triangulation. e interviews were all (except one) undertaken via telephone 
due to the geographical distances. e interview persons were located through contacts (directly or 
indirectly provided by my external advisor), with the constraint that they should have some insight 
in the SIA practice of their country. e respondents are researchers and/or practitioners with 
experiences of undertaking SIAs and/or research about SIA.

2.2.2 Content analysis

e cases (practices in the countries) are described through an analysis of the collected data by 
guidance of seven sub-questions categorised under the three themes of the literature review: the 
conceptual setting, the institutional setting, and the SIA process:

e conceptual setting:
1. How is SIA de$ned?
2. How is the content of “social” decided and created, and what is a social impact?
3. What is the role of public participation?

e institutional setting:
4. What expertise is used and how many are involved in the process?
5. What connections are made with other cases and existing literature?
6. What is SIA’s position in the regulatory context and when are SIAs undertaken?

e SIA process:
7. What components (or steps) of the SIA process are present?

e questions are derived from the literature review and aims at providing a thorough description of 
the three cases. To get a good and %owing text these questions will not be headed in the text, but will 
indirectly be answered under the three main theme headings. In the end of the presentation of each 
practice there will be a summary of how SIA can be understood relative to the international practice. 
ese summaries will then be the basis for the comparison of the countries practices in the 
concluding chapter.

2.2.3 Limitation and weakness of the method

e $rst potential weakness of the proceedings in which this study has been undertaken is the 
relative limited amount of documentation and interviews. e generalisation made in the case study 
is based on a relatively small information base. However, the aim of the study is to get more of a hint 
of how the practices of impact assessments regarding social aspects can be understood, rather than 
claiming the full truth of the situation. en there is the language barriers as a result of the three 
country comparison. is does not only concern the already mentioned difficulty to come across 
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reports from Finland in Swedish or English, but also the translation of information from Norwegian 
and Swedish (my vernacular) to English, both regarding documents and interviews.
 ere is also worth mentioning that the size of the practices of undertaking impact assessments of 
social aspects differs between the countries, partly because the difference in labelling (as mentioned 
above). In Norway and Finland the practice is a part of the more general impact assessment practice, 
while it in Sweden is a more stand alone practice and thus can be seen as smaller in size. However, it 
became evident when collecting the information that the number of people with knowledge and 
understanding of social impacts is rather limited. Some of the reports collected are either undertaken 
by the same person, or by the same consultancy $rm, which also can weaken the generalisation. 
However, this is due to the fact that the number of professionals and $rms active in assessing social 
impacts is so limited, and thus the generalisation might not be so weak after all.
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3 THE INTERNATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE OF SIA

is is the presentation of the literature review made to give an understanding of the international 
practice of SIA, and how SIA is described in the available academic literature. e review is divided 
into the three main themes (the conceptual setting, the institutional setting and the SIA process) 
with a couple of subheadings to give a broad description of SIA. e review starts off with a 
discussion of two ways of de$ning SIA and understanding its main purposes. is will be followed 
by further presentations of important components of SIA, both conceptual understandings as well as 
institutional and practical understandings. 

3.1 The conceptual setting

is part will show the conceptual setting of SIA, i.e. some core concepts that are imbedded in the 
science $eld of SIA. When reading through the literature it becomes obvious that there are 
differences in de$nition and emphasis, or even orientation, in the $eld somewhat dividing it. 
However, this problem with conceptualisation is nothing unique for SIA in particular, but is a 
problem of social science in general (Taylor et al., 2004). With the fact that the IA procedure 
involves both quantitative evaluations about changes in the physical environment, and changes in the 
social setting of society it would perhaps be more surprising if there were no differences at all.
 During the $rst years of SIA practice it was to a large extent a technocratic procedure for the 
‘experts’ with an almost total focus on quantitative information (Buchan, 2003), as implied in the 
brief history presented above. is conceptual emphasis however changed in the 1980s with an 
increasing recognition of public participation (in the sense of stakeholders’ and communities’ values 
and views) (Buchan, 2003), or more analytical rather than encyclopaedic as Hill (1981) cited in 
Taylor et al. (2004, p. 4) puts it. 

While EIA has become a common practice in many countries (Wood, 2003), the practice of SIA has 
been marginalised (Lockie, 2001) and as the title of Burdge (2002) says ‘the orphan of the 
assessment process’. ese differences in conceptualising SIA have of several authors been described 
as one of the main reason for this marginalisation (see Lockie, 2001; Burdge, 2002; Taylor et al., 
2004). Another problem that SIA has been struggling with is the tendency of seeing SIA as a 
procedure to avoid and reduce negative effects on society, and not include the positive (Vanclay, 
2003), and therefore risks to decrease the adaptation of SIA to ‘problems’. us, this part is an 
attempt to give an understanding of the theory formation concerning the concepts of SIA.
 It will focus on three conceptual discussions from the literature which I see as essential for the 
conceptual understanding of SIA. ese discussions are: the de$nitions and purposes of SIA, the 
understanding of social impacts, and $nally a discussion of what role public participation has, or 
should have, in SIA.

3.1.1 Definitions and purposes of SIA

As the title implies there is not just one ‘ruling’ de$nition of SIA. However, there have been attempts 
to strive towards a more comprehensive understanding on the subject, where two important 
contributions are the US principles and guidelines published in 1994 and updated in 2003, and the 
International principles for social impact assessment also published in 2003. I will focus much on 
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describing the differences in these documents to give the broad picture of the de$nitions of SIA. 
However, there are obviously similarities as well, such as the focus on interventions in the 
environment. However, as Vanclay (2006) argues, this is more or less ‘the only point of 
agreement’ (p. 10), at least when it comes to the de$nitions. us, much of the text in this part will 
focus on the differences and not so much on the similarities.
 e US principles and guidelines were performed by the Interorganizational Committee on 
principles and guidelines for social impact assessment with the purpose of ‘outlining a set of 
guidelines and principles that would assist public- and private-sector agencies and organizations to 
ful$ll their obligations under the NEPA’ (Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 231). As the 
quote imply this document was created with regard to the US context in general and the NEPA 
legislation in particular. However, it was well received outside the US as well (Vanclay, 2006). 

e de$nition from the $rst US principles and guidelines is the following quote:

‘In this monograph, however, we de$ne social impact assessment in terms of efforts to 
assess or estimate, in advance, the social consequences that are likely to follow from 
speci$c policy actions (including programs, and the adoption of new policies), and 
speci$c government actions (including buildings, large projects and leasing large tracts of 
land for resource extraction), particularly in the context of the U.S. National 
Environmental Policy Act of 1969’ (Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and 
Principles, 1994, p. 1).

Since this study will present the practice in Sweden, Norway and Finland it is useful to present, 
along with the original de$nition, the slightly rewritten de$nition from the $rst US principles and 
guidelines, made by Burdge and Vanclay (1995, p. 59), to be able to see it in any national context 
and not just the US.

‘Social impact assessment can be de$ned as the process of assessing or estimating, in 
advance, the social consequences that are likely to follow from speci$c policy actions or 
project development, particularly in the context of appropriate national, state, or 
provincial environmental policy legislation.’

As mentioned the US principles and guidelines was updated in 2003 with a difference in the 
de$nition which included private projects and other regulations except the NEPA. is relative 
coherence (since the changes were of a moderate art) with the $rst de$nition becomes evidential as 
the beginning sentence starts with the words ‘In the 2003 version, we continue to de$ne social 
impact assessment in terms of ’ (Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 231-232).
 A couple of months before this update, the other signi$cant contribution to de$ning SIA was 
introduced in the Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal journal. e International Principles for 
Social Impact Assessment (or short, the International Principles) was prepared for the International 
Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) as a living discussion document stating the core values and 
principles to guide SIA practice and development of national guidelines (Vanclay, 2003). e 
de$nition of SIA is somewhat different from the de$nition stressed above, which will be discussed 
below. In the International Principles (Vanclay, 2003, p. 6) SIA is describe as follows:
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‘Social Impact Assessment 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.’

With these two de$nitions presented, three quite substantial differences emerges concerning the very 
nature and focus of the SIA procedure. First of all the context in which a SIA procedure could be 
used differs between the two, where the US document does put SIA in a regulatory context in 
general and a US-legislative context in particularly, while the International document does not tie 
SIA to any regulatory context.
 e second difference is that the US principles and guidelines stresses an in advance focus in the 
de$nition, while the International principles does not. As Lockie (2001) points out in his review, the 
‘act of prediction’ is seen as central in the $rst de$nition while the latter does not even mention any 
prediction, but rather emphasis on an ongoing process with a before, during and after orientation. 
However, this does not mean that the US document only focus on prediction and that the 
International document completely neglect it, it is more a difference of emphasis.
 ere is also a third difference in the de$nitions above which concerns the social consequences. 
e International principles do describe the nature of the consequences, intended or unintended, 
positive or negative, while the US principles and guidelines do not. is will be dealt with under the 
next headline, What is a social impact.
 ese differences are what can be derived solely from the quotes above. e full meaning of these 
differences will be understood when looking at what the very purpose with SIA, and what the main 
bene$ts are.

e purpose of SIA
e main purpose of SIA, which can be derived from both of the two documents, is to strive towards 
a more sustainable environment. In the case of the US principles and guidelines this can be seen 
through the focus on ful$lling the obligations under NEPA, as a policy act for achieving 
sustainability in the human environment. In the International principles this purpose is more clearly 
outlined: ‘Its (SIA’s) primary purpose is to bring about a more sustainable and equitable biophysical 
and human environment (Vanclay, 2003, p. 6). However, when looking at the more precise purposes 
that can be found in the documents the differences emerge again with the largest difference being 
that the US principles and guidelines present one purpose while the International principles talks 
about different purposes.

As mentioned above, the US principles and guidelines focus on a regulatory context while the 
International principles do not. us, the US principles and guidelines present SIA as a decision 
tool, with the purpose of helping make better decisions and plan for social change 
(Interorganizational Committee, 2003), all this within a regulatory context. As the procedure of SIA 
is seen within a regulatory context, so is its purpose. However, a bene$t that is mentioned is the fact 
that SIA can help improve the public involvement process, but this is just mentioned and not 
highlighted as a main feature (see Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 232). us, the particular 
purpose of undertaking a SIA, described in this document, can be seen as to help in decision-
making.
 In contrast with this is the context presented in the International principles, which is much 
broader. First of all SIA is described not only as a practice, but also as a paradigm and as a research 
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$eld. It is argued that SIA should be seen as ‘an umbrella or overarching framework that embodies 
the evaluation of all impacts on humans’ (Vanclay, 2003, p. 7)’. Within this de$nition it is argued 
that SIA can be used at different levels and in many situations, and not just within a regulatory 
context (Vanclay, 2003). SIA is not allocated with just one purpose but different purposes depending 
on the context (Ibid). One purpose is the same as in the US principles and guidelines, to help 
achieve better development outcomes. A second purpose, or goal, is the empowerment of people. 
e SIA procedure does not solely involve the public because of the local knowledge it can bring to 
the process, but also to empower people and create social capital, i.e. capacity building (Ibid.).

Here we can see a signi$cant difference between the two de$nitions. is difference can also be seen 
through the use of the ‘in advance’ term, as described above. e fact that the International 
principles do not include this in the de$nition can be understood with the view of SIA as an ongoing 
community-driven process, where the in advance is not as central and that SIA should not just be 
seen as an ex-ante procedure, but also an ongoing community-driven process (Vanclay, 2006) 
However, to be able to ful$l the common purpose of achieving better development outcomes, the 
prediction of impacts is important, but in the International principles it is argued that SIA should 
also be seen as a way of building capacity and social capital (Vanclay, 2003). When seeing SIA as a 
practice to help in the decision-making process to secure sustainable outcomes, it is worth 
mentioning that SIA in itself is not regarded as making de$nitive decision about a project. It is rather 
something that can contribute to the decision-making by providing information and public 
discussion to the process (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995).

e SIA principles
Another way of understanding the purposes with SIA and the differences between the de$nitions in 
the two documents is to look at the principles they outline to guide the use of SIA. Principles, in this 
context, can be understood as general statements of what should be done (Vanclay, 2003). In the US 
principles and guidelines (Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 233) six principles are outlined:

1. Achieve extensive understanding of local and regional populations and settings to be affected 
by the action, program or policy.

2. Focus on key elements of the human environment related to the proposed action, program or 
policy.

3. e SIA is based upon sound and replicable scienti$c research concepts and methods.
4. Provide quality information for use in decision-making.
5. Ensure that any environmental justice issues are fully described and analysed.
6. Undertake project, program or policy monitoring and evaluation and propose mitigation 

measures if needed.

e principles for SIA procedure outlined in the International principles (Vanclay, 2003, p. 9) are:

1. Equity considerations should be a fundamental element of impact assessment and of 
development planning.

2. Many of the social impact of planned interventions can be predicted.
3. Planned interventions can be modi$ed to reduce their negative social impacts and enhance 

their positive impacts.
4. SIA should be an integral part of the development process, involved in all stages from 
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inception to follow-up audit.
5. ere should be a focus on socially sustainable development, with SIA contributing to the 

determination of best development alternative(s) – SIA (and EIA) have more to offer that 
just being an arbiter between economic bene$t and social cost.

6. In all planned interventions and their assessments, avenues should be developed to build the 
social and human capital of local communities and to strengthen democratic processes.

7. In all planned interventions, but especially where there are unavoidable impacts, ways to turn 
impacted peoples into bene$ciaries should be investigated.

8. e SIA must give due considerations to the alternatives of any planned intervention, but 
especially in cases when there are likely to be unavoidable impacts.

9. Full consideration should be given to the potential mitigation measures of social and 
environmental impacts, even where impacted communities may approve the planned 
intervention and there they may be regarded as bene$ciaries.

10. Local knowledge and experience and acknowledgment of different local cultural values 
should be incorporated in any assessment.

11. ere should be no use of violence, harassment, intimidation or undue force in connection 
with the assessment or implementation of a planned intervention.

12. Developmental processes that infringe the human rights of any section of society should not 
be accepted.

A $rst obvious re%ection when comparing the two sets of principles is the signi$cant difference in 
extent. However, disregarded the variance in extent the differences from the previous part becomes 
rather obvious, as do the similarity of focus on sustainable development outcomes. Again the 
difference in emphasis of the role of public participation becomes evident, where the view in the US 
principles and guidelines of public as a source of knowledge can be derived from principle 1, while 
the International principles stresses public participation in SIA as both a source of knowledge (see 
principle 10) and as a way to build social capital and empower people (see principle 6). Also the 
focus on seeing SIA as an ongoing process becomes evident when looking at principle 4 in the 
International principles. 

To sum up this discussion it can be said that both documents de$nes SIA as a way to achieve better 
decisions and development outcomes. It should again be mentioned that the differences presented 
are mainly in emphasis and orientation, and not so much ‘either this or that’. However, even though 
the differences are on emphasis they are rather signi$cant. To conclude this we can see one core 
difference: the US principles and guidelines presents SIA as a decision tool bound to a regulatory 
context with the purpose of helping make better decisions through estimating consequences in advance, 
while the International principles presents SIA as a paradigm and a context free procedure with the 
purposes of achieving better development outcomes and empower people through an ongoing assessment 
process.

3.1.2 What is a social impact?

is concept is maybe the core of the whole assessing and estimation of future outcomes. What is it 
that should be assessed? At $rst glance it might seem a bit trivial, but the literature shows a 
complexity with two %oors, one in each of the words of the concept. us, this part will be divided 
in three where the $rst part deals with the question of what an impact is while the second will give a 
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picture of the social dimension of the environment. is will end up in a third part where the two 
discussions are concluded with a merge and overview of the whole concept.

What is an impact?
When looking up the word impact in the Oxford English Dictionary it can be de$ned as: ‘…the 
effective action of one thing or person upon another; the effect of such action; in%uence; impression’, 
or ‘to have a (pronounced) effect on’ (Oxford English Dictionary). In other words the term can be 
de$ned as something having an effect on something else. A $rst valuable notice is that the word is 
neutral in the sense that it is neither positive nor negative. It is in need of a pre$x to linguistically 
become something else than neutral. However, this has not been the case with the term impact in the 
SIA context, where it has been seen as a negative, or undesirable, social effect (Taylor et al., 2004). 
is problem does also concern the translation of the term in Sweden and Norway, ‘konsekvens’ (or 
in English consequence), as well as the Finnish translation ‘vaikutus’. In fact, Taylor et al. (2004) 
choose to skip the term impact and just go with social assessment as the name instead of SIA. 
However, this might be problematic since the term environmental assessment refers to the 
preliminary assessment during the step where it is decided whether a full-scale EIA is required or not 
(Burdge, 2002). Again we see that there are conceptual differences and difficulties within the $eld.
 An attempt to point out the broader possible use of SIA than just a problem solver can be seen in 
the de$nition in the International principles (2003), as mentioned in the previews chapter, where 
both the positive and negative orientation of the consequences are stressed. 

Looking at the de$nition of the word ‘impact’ above in the context of SIA, the something is some 
kind of planned intervention having an effect on humans. Planned interventions are usually divided 
into four categories, the so called PPPPs: policies, plans, programs and projects (Interorganizational 
Committee, 2003; Vanclay, 2003). Further, these planned interventions might in some way cause 
intended (through planned activities with the intention to in%uence the society) or unintended 
changes and impacts to humans (Vanvlay, 2003). An important factor to stress regarding the effect 
on humans is that the humans and social groups in the community may be affected differently 
depending on their ability to adapt to change, i.e. their resilience. As stated in Esteves and Vanclay 
(2009, p. 142) ‘a lack of resilience increases the likelihood of harm from unforeseen risks and 
indicates that the community is more vulnerable to the impacts of change’. us, it is not just one 
way of de$ning and understanding an impact’s signi$cance and magnitude, but different, depending 
on the demographic pro$le of the community and the different social groups it comprises and their 
resilience: ‘awareness of the differential distribution of impacts among different groups in society, and 
particularly the impact burden experienced by vulnerable groups in the community should always be 
of prime concern’ (Vanclay, 2003, p. 7).

What does the social dimension of the environment comprise?
is is an extremely complex and wide question which may not be possible to give a complete 
answer to. e short and simpli$ed answer is that the social comprises everything that might in some 
way be connected to humans. In this context the term environment can be understood as the general 
context we people live in, i.e. it can be seen as grasping everything around us (physical, biophysical, 
economic, social, cultural, etc.). As one intention with introducing the NEPA was to expand the 
environment to include a social dimension, it presented a set of social issues to be considered. Some 
of the issues stated in NEPA (1969) are: ‘assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and 
esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings’; ‘attain the widest range of bene$cial uses of the 
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environment without degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended 
consequences’; ‘preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage, and 
maintain wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity and variety of individual 
choice’ (U.S., 1969, p. 101). Since the origin of SIA commonly is set to the introduction of NEPA 
these issues can be seen as the $rst attempt to de$ne the social setting of the environment within 
impact assessments. e need of seeing the dependency and connection between the (physical) 
environment and the social dimension continued with the Brundtland Report: Our common future 
(WCED, 1987), and its conceptualisation of sustainable development. Under the headline of ‘New 
approaches to environment and development’ it is stated that ‘environmental and economic 
problems are linked to many social and political factors’ (WCED, 1987, chapter 1: paragraph 43).
 A more resent contribution to this is Function evaluation as a framework for the integration of social 
and environmental impact assessment by Slootweg et al. (2001), in which the authors argues for the 
need of, and present a way of, integrating the biophysical and social dimensions in impact 
assessment. e article shows the biophysical (or natural) environment as the supply side with 
human society as the demand side, using the goods and services (resources) provided by the 
biophysical environment. us, a change in the biophysical environment will affect the human 
society and vice versa. As in a simple supply and demand curve the value of the goods and services 
are determined by the supply (the existence of environmental goods and services) and the demand 
(the activities and values in society). ese values in society can be seen as a way of conceptualising 
the social dimension, and to some extent show what it comprises. Some examples stressed in the 
report are: social-cultural values (such as: health and safety; housing and living conditions; and 
religious and cultural values); economic values (such as: individual economic activities like 
agriculture or industries; and household income or income of the society as a whole); and ecological 
values (such as: biodiversity to secure future potential bene$ts; and groundwater safety) (Slootweg et 
al, 2001, p. 22).

What this discussion show most of all is the importance of recognise the social dimension as a part of 
the environment with an interdependency with the biophysical dimension, rather than giving a full 
picture of what it comprises. However, as been stated earlier in the introduction, the history of SIA 
has been followed by a focus on measurable and quantitative socio-economic aspects, leaving other 
experienced and qualitative social aspects a bit in the shade. us, it is not only the case that SIA has 
been set aside by the stronger EIA practice, but there has also been a division within the social 
dimension between quantitative and qualitative aspects (where the quantitative often has been socio-
economic, or just economic). To get a better picture of what it comprises according to the literature 
some examples of social change processes and impacts, and the variables set to guide when 
identifying them, will be presented below.

So what are social impacts then?
From the US principles and guidelines we can get a de$nition of social impacts saying that social 
impacts are:

‘…the consequences to human populations of any public or private actions – that alter 
the ways in which people live, work, relate to one another, organize to meet their needs 
and generally cope as members of society. e term also includes cultural impacts 
involving changes to the norms, values, and beliefs that guide and rationalize their 
cognition of themselves and their society.’ (Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 231)
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e International principles do in general terms de$ne the issues that should be considered in SIAs 
as ‘all issues that affect people, directly or indirectly’ (Vanclay, 2003). However, there is also a more 
detailed description of a ‘convenient way of conceptualising social impacts’ (Vanclay, 2003, p. 8) that 
describes social impacts as changes in: people’s way of life, their culture, their political systems, their 
environment, their health and well being, their personal and property rights, and their fears and 
aspirations (see p. 8 for more detailed descriptions). 
 ese two de$nitions do to a large extent concur in de$ning social impacts. However, it has 
during the last decade built up an opinion saying that many of the impacts identi$ed in SIA studies 
are not actually impacts, but change processes and that these change processes might lead to impacts 
depending on the situation (Vanclay, 2002). What this gives us is two different ways of describing 
the “causal chain” ending up with a social impact, where the $rst one is a two-step chain and the 
latter an updated, more detailed, three-step chain. e term causal chain might be a bit misleading 
when going into detail since it gives the picture of something linear, but it is here used on a general 
conceptual level. It will become evident that these chains are of a more iterative orientation, rather 
than linear. e two causal chains can be depicted as follows:

e two-step chain: intervention --> impacts
e three-step chain: intervention --> change processes --> impacts

To start with there is a consensus in what is meant by an intervention. It is a project, plan, program 
or policy that might affect the human population of a society in some way. en, however, the 
similarities stops where the two-step chain goes directly to the impacts while the three-step chain 
goes through a kind of middle-stage of change processes before ending up with the social impacts. 

In the two-step chain the direct (or primary) social impacts are directly caused by the proposed 
action. Examples of this can be found in Machlis et al. (2004, p. 75), of which three are quoted 
below:

• Signi$cant increase in passenger landings (e.g., number of passengers, particularly non-local 
tourists) as part of commercial aviation %ight operations,

• Signi$cant increase in noise levels as part of the increased and altered mix of %ight 
operations,

• Signi$cant changes in community identity and industrial focus as a result of the shift from a 
military to commercial-based economy within the primary ROI (region on in%uence).

e indirect impacts (or secondary) are the ones caused by the direct impacts (Interorganizational 
Committee, 2003). In other words, the direct social impacts can in turn lead to other social impacts 
that are not derived directly from the intervention. As with the direct some examples are presented in 
Machlis et al. (2004, p. 76), of which three connected to the ones above are as follows:

• An increase in visitors (as well as a change in visitor types) resulting from increased passenger 
landings,

• A signi$cant change in the visitor experience as a result of increased noise levels due to %ight 
operations,

• A change in community cohesion and local culture, due to changes in community identity, 
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industrial and commercial focus, and park preservation values.

e third category, cumulative, comprises ‘the impacts resulting from the incremental impacts of an 
action added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions’ (Council on 
Environment Quality, 1997, p. v). Some examples from Machlis et al. (2004, p. 76) are:

• A signi$cant increase in park management activities , including resource protection, 
environmental monitoring, visitor protection and maintenance, due to changed visitation 
and urbanized development,

• An increase in park infrastructure needs, due to increased and changed visitation and 
urbanized development,

• A change in recreational use due to visual impacts and changes in local culture.

In the US principles and guidelines a list (Appendix 1) of ‘suggestive and illustrative’ social variables 
is provided as a ‘beginning point for the social assessor’ (Interorganizational Committee, 2003, p. 
243).

e three-step chain is available as a $gure presented in Slootweg et al. (2001), showing the linkage 
between biophysical and social changes, and how the intervention in the end causes human impacts.

Figur 1: How to derive human impacts according to the three-step causal chain.
Source: Slootweg et al. (2001, p. 26)

What the picture shows is that an intervention causes changes in the biophysical dimension and the 
social dimension, both leading to human impacts, either direct or indirect. A biophysical change, as 
a result of an intervention, will occur regardless of the situation (e.g. regardless of the type of 
ecosystem or land-use). is change may or may not, depending on the biophysical circumstances, 
cause biophysical impacts, which in turn may or may not cause a human impact, depending on the 
social circumstances. An example of this is a construction of a dam (intervention). is will change 
(biophysical change) the downstream %oodplains, regardless of the circumstances (e.g. whether it is 
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the Amazon River or a mountain stream). is change may or may not, depending on the 
biophysical circumstances, change the downstream $sh productivity (biophysical impact), which is a 
natural good or service. is biophysical impact will, depending on the social circumstances, affect 
the economic livelihoods of downstream societies and its human populations (indirect human 
impact) (Slootweg et al., 2001).
 In the same sense as with the biophysical setting there is according to Slootweg et al. (2001) a 
difference between social change (processes) and social impacts. Again the dam can work as a 
depicting example. e construction of the dam causes an in%ux of workers (social change process). 
is is not a social impact in the sense of something that has to be experienced or felt by humans 
(Slootweg et al., 2001). However, it might lead to social impacts such as changed perceptions of the 
community or annoyance of “newcomers” (especially within a small community). A list of possible 
groupings of social change processes can be found in Vanclay (2002, p. 193), categorising the 
processes into:

• Demographic processes (changes in the number and composition of people); 
• Economic processes (relating to the way in which people make a living and economic activity 

in the society);
• Geographical processes (changes in land use patterns);
• Institutional and legal processes (relating to the efficiency and effectiveness of institutional 

structures including government and nongovernment organisations);
• Emancipatory and empowerment processes (increasing in%uence in decision making 

processes);
• Sociocultural processes (affecting the culture of a society); and
• Other processes.

e author clari$es that the list is an indicative list of examples, and not a complete one. However, it 
might be ‘robust across a range of situations’ (Vanclay, 2002, p. 193). 
 Another example of this three-step chain is the introduction of irrigated agriculture (intervention) 
which lead to social change processes such as job opportunities and an increased food supply. is 
may then result in a direct social impact such as the raising of social well-being. In the biophysical 
setting this intervention leads to biophysical changes such as the creation of breeding sites for 
mosquitoes, which in turn e.g. results in a biophysical impact such as an increased transmission of 
malaria. e indirect social impact deriving from this would then be a reduction of health for the 
local population (Vanclay, 2002).
 A thorough list of examples of indicative social impacts derived from this three-step causal chain is 
given in Vanclay (2002) and attached to this report in Appendix 2.

e difference in the de$nition of social impacts becomes clear when comparing the exempli$ed 
impacts of the two chains. e updated three-step chain does explicitly emphasise on that a social 
impact must be experienced or felt to be called an impact (Vanclay, 2002). According to this, not all 
the impacts exempli$ed in the two-step chain should be seen as impacts, but as change processes. 
e example of an increase in visitor due to an increased number of %ight landings would in this 
sense be a social change process, since it will occur regardless of the social characteristics on the site. 
However, the example of an increased noise level due to this landing increase would be seen as a 
social impact since it is something that humans will experience, or feel. An impact derived from the 
change process of an increase in visitor, however, might lead to a social impact such as higher prices 
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on groceries or annoyance of too much crowdedness.

To sum up social impacts are consequences to humans, in some way caused by a planned 
intervention. ey can be intended or unintended; positive or negative; direct, indirect or cumulative 
– where direct social impacts are derived either directly from the intervention, or from the social 
change processes directly caused by the intervention (depending on which causal chain to follow); 
where indirect social impacts are either caused by the direct impacts, or by the biophysical change 
processes caused by the intervention (again depending on which causal chain to follow). e 
difference in de$nition lies $rst and foremost in the limitation of what social impacts comprise, how 
detailed and narrow the concept is de$ned. Is the intervention causing impacts, or is it causing 
change processes which in turn are causing impacts?
 However, since it is so difficult to de$ne the social dimension of the environment, and the fact 
that the social issues of importance varies between different cases and settings; the question of how 
the social issues are identi$ed and decided becomes important. When comparing different cases with 
each other, the social issues identi$ed could differ between the cases without one of them being 
wrong. us, the question of what the social comprises could become more interesting if 
complemented with the question of how it is being decided (more on this below).

3.1.3 Public participation

rough history, and also up to date, there are two different general approaches on how to undertake 
a SIA: technocratic and participatory (Lockie, 2001; Taylor et al., 2004; Esteves and Vanclay, 2009). 
Since there is a broad consensus within the SIA community when looking at the leading literature 
(see below) of the need for public involvement and participation, the focus in this chapter will be on 
describing the participatory approach rather than the technocratic. However, since the early history 
of SIA has shown a dominating position of the technocratic approach (and since it obviously is 
present in more resent literature), it is necessary to describe some of its features $rst, before moving 
on to the participatory approach.

e technocratic approach
A technocratic approach emphasises on objectivity and the use of empirical data, as contrary to a 
participatory approach that uses the local knowledge of those affected by change, to identify and 
manage impacts (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009). In Taylor et al. (2004), the technocratic approach is 
given attributes such as: ‘top-down’, ‘expert knowledge’ and ‘informed social planning’. In other 
words, it could be said that the technocratic approach is a way of advocacy planning where experts 
pre-identi$es indicators to identify impacts and changes on the community. e emphasis on 
objectivity implies that the scientist is a ‘neutral observer’ who, with sufficient empirical data, can 
perform accurate and objective predictions (Becker et al., 2004), and choose a path to insure the 
most bene$cial outcome for the society (Lockie, 2001).
 e technocratic approach has been widely criticised (Becker et al., 2004; Esteves and Vanclay, 
2009), with arguments saying that it assumes how the community would respond or adapt to 
changes (Gismondi, 1997 and Laird, 1993, cited in Becker et al., 2004, p. 178). e technocratic 
approach (or rationality), thus, can be seen as ‘ill-equipped to deal either with the competing 
interests, beliefs, values and aspirations that characterize complex social situations’ (Lockie, 2001, p. 
279). ese are features of society which may need analytical and qualitative methods rather than 
just quantitative to be met and dealt with.
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e participatory approach
e importance of public participation in SIA has already been implicitly outlined when describing 
the de$nitions and purposes of SIA above, and it is not difficult to $nd further proof in the literature 
of public participation’s central role in SIA. In Buchan (2003), e.g., it is argued that three approaches 
are fundamental to be able to perform a good quality SIA: technical; consultative; and participatory 
(of which the latter two both can be seen as included in public participation). Baines et al. (2003) 
also says that the best strategy for impact assessment is to combine the expertise of SIA professionals 
with the knowledge and strengths of local stakeholders, and by involving the community in the SIA 
process Burdge and Vanclay (1995) argue that the quality and legitimacy of the planned 
development project will be enhanced. For this to be the outcome the involvement of the public 
should expand beyond the stage of consultation to include more direct involvement. is expansion 
beyond consultation is also stressed by Lockie (2001): ‘decision-making is vastly improved when 
involvement of impacted communities extends beyond the contribution of data and to involvement 
in decision-making processes’ (p. 285).

What this shows is that public involvement in SIA should be done according to a participatory 
approach rather than a consultative. So what is a participatory approach then? Participation can be 
seen as meaning that ‘many people and organizations with many differing views and values must be 
brought to the table’ (Roberts, 2003, p. 265). Further on, Roberts provide one participatory model 
showing how it can be done in practice. e model comprises $ve stages: (1) identifying participants, 
(2) public scoping session(s), (3) forming working groups, (4) coordinating committee and working 
groups, and (5) the hearing and beyond. However, before these stages are initiated there are three 
requirements that should be met: $rst, provide the public and the stakeholders with information on 
the project; second, provide an easily accessible location (or locations) for public information and 
discussion; and third, develop an organisational structure with a coordinated, integrated 
management team. With these requirements met the $ve stages can be initiated.

e aim of the $rst stage is to identify the participants (i.e. the individuals, groups and organisations 
of the public) of the process. e proponent will also organise and identify signi$cant issues (in the 
case of SIA with a focus on social issues). is organisation is done so that the participants can 
choose the issue(s) of most concern to them, preparing for future forming of working groups.
 e second stage, public scoping session(s), is about determining overall issues provided by the 
public. is can be done through open houses, workshops or other public activities.
 ird is the stage of forming working groups where the identi$ed participants are invited to join 
the working groups focusing on the issue(s) they $nd important. Some might $nd it enough to be 
informed of the work in the groups while other would like to join in the process. It is worth 
mentioning that the groups and the issues are not solid, but new issues and groups might emerge as 
the process moves forward.
 e fourth stage is then to work in the groups, and if necessary form a coordinating committee 
with the task of overseeing the process, coordinate and distribute updates and monitor and negotiate 
issues and disputes. e purpose of the working groups is to review the issues, and monitor and 
evaluate the work. en the groups approve the $nal product before it is incorporated into the EIA 
(or SIA). When an EIA draft is developed it should again be reviewed by the working groups before 
submitting the EIA.
 is leads to the $nal stage in this model, the hearing and beyond which basically includes the 
implementation process, if the project is approved. After the regulatory decision, the working groups 
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could continue in monitoring this implementation process. However, this might be asking to much 
of the working groups members.

In Buchan (2003) an actual case of a participatory approach from New Zealand is presented where a 
road bridge was planned in Hutt City. e participation process roughly developed in the following 
stages.
 e $rst step was to develop a brief for an impact assessment and community consultation 
process, which comprised the matters to be assessed, the area to be included, and mechanisms and 
structures to enable the community involvement and information distribution.
 Second, three community resource (focus) groups where established. eir purpose was to, 
together with the impact assessor, reviewing the plans and there development and to identify 
potential impacts. Two of the groups represented the affected businesses and local agencies and 
institutions, while the third group was made up of the affected residents.
 e third point Buchan stresses is the creation of a terms of reference, agreed by the focus groups, 
set out to clarify what was expected of the members of the groups and what they could expect from 
the Council (the proponent in this project), as a kind of contract.
 Fourth, the SIA team undertook data-gathering through techniques such as: demographic and 
land-use analysis, surveys and interviews. e resource groups both helped with the information to 
be collected and gave input on the identi$cation and analysis of potential impacts.
 is then lead to a $fth stage where a SIA draft was compiled and agreed on by the resource 
groups. ey then continued with reviewing the detailed plans and how they developed. is plan 
review involved joint meetings where engineers, planners and landscape architects were present, 
discussing the design of the plans, and when the project was approved, the resource groups 
continued to meet to monitor the contractors during the construction phase.

e bene$ts of using a participatory approach are more or less the same as found in the very purpose 
of SIA: creates social capital (networks and other structures), empower people (through increase in 
knowledge of how to use their power and also through being part of the very decision-making 
process); and in the end increases the possibilities for more sustainable development outcomes 
(Buchan, 2003; Roberts, 2003; Vanclay, 2003). Lockie (2001) also argues that the democratisation 
in the very practice as impact assessors will allow participation and rational deliberation processes to 
be seen as increasingly good instead of as a threat. In other words, it might not just empower the 
public, but also continue to change the perceptions within the historically technocratic and expert-
oriented practice of planning. us, there is much to gain from using a participatory approach, and a 
broad consensus is found in the literature of the use of a participatory approach.
 However, there are some challenges that are stressed in the literature regarding the extent of 
participation and that needs to be sensitive about. Two requirements that are outlined for conducting 
a successful community participatory approach are: adequate funding and sufficient time (Buchan, 
2003; Robert, 2003). ere might also be a problem with the fact that technical experts are not 
always used to a participative and communicative work form (Roberts, 2003).

To sum up it can be said that these two participatory models, or examples, do depict the essence of 
public participation in SIA according to the literature. Especially regarding the fact that the public 
involvement does extend from the very beginning to the very end (in these cases where the project is 
implemented). us, the involvement stretches beyond being an information source during the data-
gathering, to being present in approving the very SIA before regulatory decided upon, and thus is a 
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part of the decision-making process.
 ere is not a must that a SIA is done either with a technical or a participatory approach; the two 
can complement each other in a triangulating way (Becker et al., 2004). However, with the 
historically dominating role of the technocratic approach, the focus is rather on involving the public 
and enhancing the participatory approach than on the technical approach (which is evidently the 
ruling perception in SIA literature).

23



3.2 The institutional setting

If the conceptual setting involves the knowledge and understanding of the core concepts of SIA, the 
institutional setting gives answers to questions such as when to perform a SIA and what is needed for 
a good quality SIA to be undertaken. As the discussion of the de$nition and purpose of SIA has 
shown earlier there are some differences regarding to what extent SIA should be seen in a regulatory 
context. Becker and Vanclay argue in the preface to e international handbook of social impact 
assessment (2003) that the fact that SIA is not bound by a regulatory context to the same extent as 
EIA is both a blessing and a curse: ‘It is a blessing in that SIA is not limited to technical practice, but 
it is a curse in that it is hard to determine the boundaries to SIA’ (p. xi).
 e usage of SIA can be seen as stretching from being a way of thinking to being a decision-
making tool. As stated in Vanclay (2003), SIA is commonly applied to planned interventions, but its 
techniques can also be used in other occasions as well, such as disasters and epidemics. However, 
when referring to the SIA literature focusing on the institutional basis it is doing so from the 
perspective of SIA as a planning tool. e institutional setting here presented is focused on showing 
what institutional factors are important when performing a good quality SIA applied to a planned 
intervention.
 First of all some important institutional features derived from the literature need to be stressed. Of 
these two central features will be presented more in detail: the SIA performer (or practitioner) and 
the role of legislation and regulation in SIA.

3.2.1 Important institutional features

Aside of (or perhaps partly as a consequence of ) the differences in de$nition as one of the reasons for 
SIA’s marginalised position, there has also been a lack of institutionalisation, or as outlined in Taylor 
et al. (2004): there has been ‘difficulties establishing an institutional base for social assessment’ (p. 
79). From the decision-making tool perspective of SIA, the importance of institutionalisation 
becomes rather obvious when looking at its cousin EIA’s evolution. Some institutional constraints 
that have con$ned the application and development of SIA in planning and decision-making are 
stressed in the literature saying that:

1. ere has been a lack of consistent creation of stand-alone agencies and/or dedicated 
2. e consultants often do not have the adequate knowledge of relevant social and economic 

theory, and may not be trained in the SIA methodology.
3. e regulatory bodies and corporations have not checked the credentials of the consultants 

or insisted on them having appropriate knowledge and training.
4. SIA (and to some extent EIA) has often been seen as an administrative hurdle rather than a 

bene$cial planning tool.
5. ere has been an overemphasis of the biophysical dimension of environment, especially 

within IA.
6. ere has been a lack of ex-post studies for comparative use, but also a limited application of 

existing social research and techniques. (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995; Taylor and Burdge, 
2003)

Another issue of importance for this institutional setting is the problem with the absence of legal 
mandates stressed by Taylor and Burdge (2003). Also the absence of adequate funding and resources 
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for performing SIAs is worth mentioning as a constraint within the institutional setting. When it 
comes to the question of when a SIA should be undertaken there has been a too large project focus 
in the SIA practice (Lockie, 2001). As outlined in the de$nitions and purposes of SIA, it should be 
seen as applicable on all planned interventions (policies, programmes, plans and projects), that might 
invoke changes and impacts on humans, and not just on speci$c projects.

From these constraints it is possible to derive some institutional features that are important for 
strengthen the position of SIA in planning practice. Taylor and Burdge (2003, p. 156) give the 
following list of the factors in the adoption and continued use of SIA:

1. e creation of stand-alone agencies, or dedicated sections within ministries and agencies, in 
various countries, usually at central or regional government level.

2. Progress with the institutionalization of a social perspective in organizations such as the 
World Bank or the Asian Development Bank, with organizational and policy changes 
re%ecting a growing awareness of the importance of social factors.

3. e recruitment of social scientists in agencies and organization and the allocation of 
resources to SIA and social development.

4. e increasing acknowledgment of the social dimension of environment in resource 
management legislation in a number of countries, as well as increasing requirements for SIA 
and public involvement.

5. e wide range of research undertaken.

To this list we can add that a strong legislative backing, or a strong legal base, can be a key factor in 
institutionalising SIA in the planning process, as well as the need of a sufficient funding base 
(Conland, 1985 cited in Taylor et al., 2004, p. 79; Taylor and Burdge, 2003). It is also worth 
mentioning that the applicability of SIA extends beyond the project level, i.e. the institutionalisation, 
and strengthening of SIA in planning practice, should not stop at the project level, but go beyond to 
also recognise the strategic level of policies, programmes and policies.

3.2.2 Who should perform a SIA?

e problem of inadequate knowledge among consultants undertaking SIAs is often showing up in 
the SIA literature (see Burdge and Vanclay, 1995; Lockie; 2001; Taylor et al., 2004). Two follow-up 
questions to this would then be: who should perform a SIA and what should be her or his skills? To 
further problematize the reasons behind the historically insufficiency of appropriate consultants and 
performers in SIA, Burdge and Vanclay (1995) discusses a phenomenon they call ‘asocietal 
mentality’. ere is an attitude saying that humans do not count and, as stated by Dugdale and West 
(1991, cited in Lockie, 2001, p. 279) are regarded to be an ‘ill-informed public’. is attitude is 
argued to be prevailing within agencies and corporations which commission SIAs, as well as extended 
to politicians, public officials, physical scientists, engineers, economists and some planners. What this 
attitude leads to is an ignorance of social scienti$c theories and methodologies, and thus social 
processes. Burdge and Vanclay (1995) stress what implications this mentality has had for SIA in a 
list, of which some central aspects are:

• An initial failure to accept the very need for SIA.
• No recognition of the need for special expertise to assess social impacts.
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• A difficulty in understanding public involvement and its integration in the SIA process.
• A lack of time and funding to be able to undertake a thorough SIA due to the lack of 

understanding of its complexity.

is problem with a lack of focus on social processes within the $eld can also be traced to the 
common educational background of assessors. According to Becker (2003), most members of the 
SIA community are trained in technology rather than social science. To increase the understanding of 
the social dimension within SIA he continues by emphasising on the importance of re%ection upon 
the scienti$c foundations of SIA, and by that he means the social science in particular, focusing on 
key understandings in SIA such as social behaviour and values. us, social science is central in SIA 
and can be seen as an essential need for undertaking a good quality SIA (see Burdge and Vanclay, 
1995; Interorganizational Committee, 2003).

Since SIA’s origin commonly is traced back to NEPA and the introduction of EIA as a way of 
achieving sustainable development, the link to technocratic procedures is rather unmistakable, and 
since the SIA process to a large extent converges with the EIA process, which will be shown in the 
next chapter, this technocratic (or quantitative) link becomes even more visible. en there is also 
the fact that many SIA statements are part of, or stapled to, an EIA (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995), 
which raises the importance of understanding and linking the biophysical and the social dimension. 
If we to this add the central role of public involvement earlier discussed this gives us a rather complex 
picture of the different aspects of undertaking a SIA. Also the complex composition of all impacts on 
humans contributes to this complexity showing that the specialised expertise needed to identify and 
evaluate all these possible impacts extends beyond a single discipline (hence also the social science). 
is is outlined in the International principles (Vanclay, 2003) where the links between SIA and 
specialist sub-$elds are shown, concerning impacts such as aesthetical impacts, archaeological 
impacts, community impacts, gender impacts, health impacts, etc. Another way of putting it is that 
social impact practitioners with relevant expertise are crucial for assuring good quality results (Stolp 
et al., 2001).

A conclusion to draw from this is that the best way of undertaking a comprehensive SIA would be a 
team approach, rather than a single person (or expert) (Vanclay, 2003). However, as stated by the 
Interorganizational Committee (2003, p. 237) the need for ‘competent people with a social science 
background cannot be overemphasized’. Another conclusion is that professional networks (such as 
the IAIA) is highly favourable, and needed, for the SIA $eld (Taylor and Burdge, 2003), with its 
complexity and interdisciplinary orientation. Imbedded in this is the need for good and published 
case studies; and also the need for better referring and connections with theoretical literature. is 
professional networks can also be of highest importance when regarding the constraint of lack of 
funding and time, since this constraint will make it difficult in many cases to do a thorough 
literature study of the scienti$c foundations (since it tend to develop and change over time).

With the above discussion of the need for adequate expertise it is easy to forget the central role of the 
community and the public in SIA. us, with the condition of the team approach to embrace the 
need for specialised expertise, there are some features of importance for a skilled SIA practitioner 
(with the focus on a community participatory approach and the SIA practitioner as a mainstay with 
the focus on public involvement). According to Buchan (2003, p. 169), a skilled SIA practitioner 
should be able to:
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• Teach local people SIA theory and techniques, and convey information about the proposal in 
an accessible way;

• Process data in a way and at a level that the community participants can understand;
• Be sensitive to cultural differences when working in communities foreign on their own.

In Taylor et al. (2004, p. 84-85) the authors discuss upon the importance of training and 
professional development in SIA, mentioning the importance of ‘technical skills in areas such as 
qualitative data analysis, public involvement and facilitation, negotiation and mediation, community 
action research and specialist methods such as the use of geographic information systems’. One of the 
challenges a SIA practitioner has to overcome is the difficulty of reaching out to all the people who 
might be affected by a change, or intervention. It is above all important in reaching out to the people 
most vulnerable to change (often marginalised), since they tend to be the least vocally heard 
members of a community (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009). us the skills of public involvement do not 
only comprise techniques such as focus groups and visual presentation, but also sensitivity and 
awareness of identifying stakeholders and who should be involved.

To summarise and go back to the question of who should perform a SIA, the answer is that the 
needed knowledge and skills comprise too much for one single person to manage. From the literature 
it becomes obvious that performing a good quality and comprehensive SIA (that is ful$lling the full 
range of it purposes) needs a team approach to cope with the different parts of specialised expertise 
in speci$c sub-$elds, the linkage between the biophysical and the social dimension, and public 
involvement. e SIA practitioner could, in this sense, be seen as the professional putting these parts 
together, with $rst of all knowledge of the SIA process (and its techniques) and the scienti$c 
foundation of its $eld, but also with skills in public involvement as the main features.

3.2.3 SIA in a regulatory context

As already mentioned SIA is not bound to regulations to the same extent, and as explicitly, as EIA. 
However, impacts on humans are commonly included in legislation through EIA legislation and 
regulations. is section will show this through summaries of four examples of SIA in a regulatory 
context. e examples are from Taylor and Burdge (2003, p. 148-152) (to further read on the subject 
I refer to the original text). e validity of the examples is strengthened since the countries are some 
of the ones where the SIA practice was “born” and $rst developed (see Chapter 1: e evolution of 
SIA – a brief history).

SIA in the US regulatory context
ere are no mandatory requirements of stand-alone SIAs or integrated SIA-EIA statements in the 
US legislation. However, social impacts were required to be considered with the adoption of NEPA. 
Concerning the legal de$nition of the human environment, which started with NEPA and the 
inclusion of the social dimension in the environment, it was required by the Council on 
Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations of 1986 to be interpreted as including the natural and 
physical environment, and people’s relationship to that environment, i.e. other effects than the 
biophysical were necessary to be assessed (such as aesthetic, cultural, economic, social and health 
impacts). us, a SIA component was required in EIAs according to the CEQ guidelines. However, 
an EIA is only required when an intervention is likely to have signi$cant biophysical impacts, and if 
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these impacts are seen as being interrelated with economic or social effects, the EIA will also discuss 
these effects. However, signi$cant economic and social effects are not by themselves requiring a 
preparation of an EIA.
 ere are, however, other statues and regulations which mandate, directly or indirectly, SIA in the 
US (see Taylor and Burdge, 2003, p. 149). However, these regulations are more focused on certain 
aspects (such as $shery and nuclear waste) and are not as widely applicable as NEPA (and CEQ). e 
SIA practice in the US also has the US principles and guidelines, provided by the Interorganizational 
Committee, which provided directions in using SIA, especially within federal agencies.

SIA in the Canadian regulatory context
In the Canadian legislation, the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act (CEAA), the environment 
is only de$ned in biophysical terms without any socio-economic dimension. However, if a 
biophysical change (or impact) is seen as having an effect on “health and socio-economic 
conditions”, there is a legal requirement to examine also health and socio-economic impacts. As in 
the US, they are not required by themselves, but are by-products of a biophysical impact. However, 
there are some Canadian Provincial EA processes also requiring direct socio-economic assessment.

SIA in the New Zealand regulatory context
In the New Zealand case the environment is legally de$ned as including a social dimension. SIA is 
not directly mandated by the national legislation, but it is required to assess environmental effects 
which with the broad de$nition hence include social effects. Most impact assessments are 
administrated under the Resource Management Act (RMA) (Fookes, 2000 and Goodrich et al., 
2000 cited in Taylor and Burdge, 2003, p. 150), requiring assessment of environmental effects on 
project level as well as regional and district levels where plans and policies (that is policies related to 
resource management) need to be assessed. ere is also a list of matters provided in RMA to guide 
what should be included in an assessment where consideration to socio-economic and cultural effects 
are one example of included matters.

SIA in the European Union regulatory context
e European Union has set up directives regarding environmental issues with certain objectives and 
guidelines, which then are implemented in the member states through their own legislation and 
regulations. e directive regulating EIA today is the Council Directive 97/11/EC, which is an 
amendment from the Council Directive 85/337/EEC. What the directive requires is that en EIA is 
carried out for certain projects (public or private) with signi$cant effect on the environment. e 
environment is given a broad meaning including the social dimension (Glasson and Heanny, 1993 
cited in Taylor and Burdge, 2003, p. 151), where possible human impacts and the interactions 
between humans and the biophysical dimension of the environment are described.
 is ends the summary of the examples from Taylor and Burdge (2003). 

Since this study compares three Nordic countries it is useful to look a bit closer on the regulatory 
context in Europe, and EU in particular. Even though Norway is not a member state of the EU, they 
have introduced legislation to meet the requirements made in the EU Directive (Bjarnadottir, 2001). 
Since the article by Taylor and Burdge was written in 2003 the EU Directive has been amended two 
times, in 2003, EU Directive 2003/35/EC, and in 2009, EU Directive 2009/31/EC. From the 
perspective of SIA the amendment from 2003 is the most interesting since it ‘was seeking to align the 
provisions on public participation with the Aarhus Convention on public participation in decision-
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making’ (European Commission, 2010) while the latter amended the Annexes I and II comprising 
the projects requiring an EIA with ‘adding projects related to the transport, capture and storage of 
carbon dioxide (CO2)’. It is also worth mentioning the SEA Directive, lifting the assessment of 
environmental effects from the project level (EIA) to programmes and plans. Since there has been 
outlined that SIA has had a too large project focus, the SEA Directive in the EU context can be seen 
as an important complement to the project oriented EIA Directive, when looking at the regulatory 
context in Europe.

What have been shown above are some examples of how the assessment of social changes and 
impacts on humans can be related to legislation and regulation. What becomes evident in these 
examples is the fact that SIA is not directly required in any of the broad and national legislation. 
However, there is commonly a requirement to assess effects on humans (such as health and cultural 
impacts), when they are consequences of biophysical changes and impacts, i.e. the social 
consequences are by-products of the biophysical. e environment can be de$ned as comprising also 
a social dimension, but the requirements are often connected to biophysical consequences and the 
assessment of (biophysical) environmental impacts in an EIA, where assessment of social impacts 
might be included only as an indirect requirement.
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3.3 The SIA process

What will be presented in this part is the very process of SIA and how it can practically be 
undertaken. e SIA process does to a large extent concur with the EIA process with basically the 
same overreaching steps to follow, and there is a considerable consensus within the SIA community 
about these main steps (or elements) (Taylor et al., 2004). e steps of the process will be outlined 
later on; $rst some important characteristics of the process will be stressed. is section will 
reconnect to some of the earlier parts of this chapter, to show how especially the conceptual 
understandings are present in the very process (or procedure) of undertaking SIA.

3.3.1 Characteristics of the SIA process

Some important characteristics have already explicitly and implicitly been outlined earlier in this 
theory chapter, e.g. the SIA procedure should be an ongoing process predicting the future impacts, 
and that the identi$cation of impacts should be done in an iterative manner (the identi$cation of 
indirect, and second or higher order changes and impacts). Some other important characteristics are 
that the SIA process should be integrative, interdisciplinary, and involving.

First, the SIA process is an iterative process in the sense that it is not a linear process where each step 
of the process must be $nished before moving on to the next step. It should be possible that at any 
time in the process add and treat new data and information of importance (Taylor et al., 2004). is 
can be seen when looking at the participatory approach discussed earlier where it is stressed that 
issues identi$ed, on an early stage, as important for the assessment of social impacts might be 
degraded or upgraded along the way and that new issues might be identi$ed as the process goes on. 
An iterative approach is also important, as mentioned above, when identifying potential social 
changes and impacts, especially the indirect and second or higher order changes and impacts. In 
other words, when direct social changes or impacts are identi$ed it must be an iterative procedure 
applied to identify what changes and impacts the direct ones might cause, or as stressed in Slootweg 
et al. (2001, p. 25): ‘Change has a way of creating other changes’ and that this is a ‘notion of 
circularity or iteration’.
 is iterative character of SIA can be linked to the argument of seeing the procedure as an ongoing 
process. SIA should not just be an ex-ante procedure, but also an ongoing community-driven process 
(Vanclay, 2006), that goes on through the whole project cycle and its different phases; from 
preparation through construction an onwards to the phase of operation and maintenance (Becker, 
2003; Taylor et al., 2004; Baines, et al., 2003)). Another important feature showing the importance 
of an ongoing process is the central step of mitigation of the social impacts identi$ed, as well as the 
monitoring step (which will be visible below).
 e next characteristic of importance is the involving feature, or the community-driven and 
participatory approach outlined above. As stressed in the discussion of the role of public involvement 
in SIA it should be done in a participatory manner. e public involvement will provide and obtain 
the public input throughout the whole process and the different phases (Burdge, 2003). However, 
there has been a misfortunate equate of SIA and public involvement, instead of seeing public 
involvement as an integral part of SIA (Burdge and Robertson, 2004).
 As public involvement is an integral part of the SIA process, the process in itself should be 
integrated into the planning and decision-making process, since ‘SIA will be most successful when 
fully integrated with planning at the appropriate level of jurisdiction where project development or a 
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proposed policy development will occur’ (Brudge and Vanclay, 1995, p. 78). Again this can be linked 
to the feature of an ongoing process where SIA is not just an ex-ante tool for providing information 
to the decision-makers, but also integrated into the very decision-making. As the process should 
extend through all the phases it is also part of the designing phase. us, the alternative decided 
upon later on has been designed within the SIA process and through the in%uence of its participants. 
It is also argued that SIA should be integrated in the EIA process (Burdge and Vanclay, 1995) and 
their similarities will be visible below.
 While the process should be integrative it should also be interdisciplinary (Taylor et al., 2004). 
is can be connected with the fact that the process should be integrated with the EIA process, and 
thus would need an interdisciplinary approach to be able to create this integration. It would also be 
important to cover the full range of the complexity of society and what potential impacts it could 
comprise (as outlined in the discussion of the sufficient knowledge and skills of SIA practitioners).

3.3.2 The main stages of the SIA process

Impact assessment was initially following a standard research procedure comprising: ‘identify the 
problem, collect the data, make the projections, and compare the results of different 
alternatives’ (Taylor et al., 2004, p. 61). Much of this is still visible in the SIA process as it has 
evolved, however, the SIA process is more organic, iterative and ongoing where the steps can be seen 
as more of a guiding nature than standardised. However, the consensus of the main steps makes it 
possible to outline a clear structure of the procedure. It should be stressed, though, that the 
consensus is not complete and that there are some smaller differences, which will be notable below. 
But $rst a few words about the stages that projects and policies commonly follows, and where SIA 
$ts in the project or policy cycle.

e stages of policies and projects
Projects follow three general steps in their development: (1) preparation (or planning), (2) 
construction, and (3) operation. To this we can add a fourth (4) stage of decommissioning. Similar 
stages are followed by the development of policies: (1) policy development, (2) implementation, (3) 
maintenance, and (4) abandonment. Each stage might cause different social impacts (Burdge, 2003), 
thus awareness of the different stages is important to be able to identify all potential social impacts of 
signi$cance. Social impacts will occur from the $rst stage and not just from the construction phase 
which is often assumed), as an example an announcement of a proposed action might cause social 
impacts such as hopes or hostilities among the community (Interorganizational Committee, 2003).

e planning process and the steps in the SIA (and EIA) process
With the awareness of the stages of policy and project development in mind, the steps of the SIA 
process will below be depicted. It will become evident that there are some different ways of putting 
the process on paper. However, the explaining words behind the categorisations show that the 
differences are not as signi$cant as they may seem at $rst glance. us, the SIA process can be 
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Figure 2: Stages in the planning process and steps in the SIA-EIA process
SOURCE: Burdge (2003, p. 35)

Standard planning process Social impact assessment 
process Standard steps in EIA process

Public involvement

Problem identi$cation Identi$cation Screening

Inventory Community pro$le

Scoping Scoping

Projection of estimated effects

Analysis of $t Determine responses of affected 
parties Impact analysis

Secondary and cumulative 
impacts

Alternatives recommend plan, 
program, project Formulate alternatives Examine alternatives

Mitigation, remediation and 
enhancement

Mitigation and impacts 
managements

Monitoring Follow-up

understood in four general phases: (1) understanding the issues (including components such as 
stakeholder identi$cation, community pro$ling and impact variables identi$cation), (2) predicting 
the likely impacts, (3) developing mitigation, and (4) monitoring and adaptive management (Esteves 
and Vanclay, 2009). Since the process should be iterative and ongoing, the phases do not always have 
clear distinctions between them, rather the component(s) in one phase should be seen as 
transboundary. In Burdge (2003) and Taylor et al. (2004) two other ways of formulating the process 
are depicted (see Figure 2 and 3), which especially deviates on when the category of scoping is used 
and what it comprises. However, the basic understanding of the process does to a large extent follow 
the four phases above.

Figure 3: e social assessment process
SOURCE: Taylor et al. (2004, p. 62)

Stages Elements of the process

Design phase

Scoping

Pro$ling

Formulation of alternatives
Projection and estimation of 

effects
Implementation phase

Monitoring, mitigation and 
management
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Phase 1
Since public involvement has such a central role in SIA, one of the $rst activities in the process is 
identifying the stakeholders in the community. All potentially affected groups need to be identi$ed. 
e people who might be affected can be understood as the ones: who live nearby; who will hear, 
smell or see the development; who are forced to relocate; who have an interest in the action or the 
ability to in%uence its outcome (Interorganizational Committee, 2003; Esteves and Vanclay, 2009). 
is is important both for developing a public involvement plan for the whole SIA process and as a 
part of the community pro$le. Before the pro$le is undertaken the proposed action needs to be 
described and the limits set so that the data requirement, as well as key issues and social variables 
related to the action, can be identi$ed (Interorganizational Committee, 2003; Taylor et al., 2004). 
is part of the process can be understood as determining the extent of the analysis needed and a 
beginning of identifying the potential impacts, to grasp the big picture (Goldman, 2000). is is 
what in Figure 2 is called public involvement and identi$cation, and in Figure 3 is called scoping - at 
an early stage identify stakeholders and likely social issues (and if necessary revise and update along 
the way). At this stage it could be helpful looking at some guiding lists of social issues and variables 
to identify the issues of importance for the particular action. ere might be a risk however, when 
using a list, since the social setting varies between different actions and interventions, and thus also 
the social issues and variables of importance (Vanclay, 2002). e nature of impact identi$cation is 
also complex with the indirect and cumulative, or second and higher order, impacts which a checklist 
might not cover. us, a list (such as the ones in Appendix 1 and 2) could be useful for helping 
understand the discussion of what a social impact is, but it is not appropriate as a checklist.
 e community pro#le (or baseline) is undertaken to understand the social context in the 
community, through describing the current conditions and the history of the area (Taylor et al., 
2004; Eseteves and Vanclay, 2009). Some examples of what the pro$le should contain are: an 
analysis of social and cultural values (e.g. what do people see as important), a description of the 
political and social resources (e.g. existing social capital and how decisions are made), a description of 
the local and regional economy (e.g. services and businesses), and a demographic description of the 
population characteristics (e.g. gender, ethnicity and age structures; availability to housing, services, 
workplaces and infrastructure; employment and unemployment rates) (Interorganizational 
Committee, 2003; Taylor et al, 2004).

To be able to fully understand the likely impacts of the planned intervention the community pro$le 
is central since its purpose is to bring knowledge of how the community is organised and how 
decisions are made, and also how the community views and adapts to change (Esteves and Vanclay, 
2009). Hence, the community pro$le is important to understand the community’s resilience, both in 
general but also to be aware that different groups (stakeholders) within the community might be 
more or less resilient, and thus more or less vulnerable to change. Public participation and consulting 
the inhabitants is central in understanding the views and adaptability of the community. Other 
sources of importance when undertaking a community pro$le are both primary and secondary data 
collection and analysis, such as census data (statistical data provided by government agencies), 
written social data (research studies, histories, reports, etc.), data from surveys and observations, 
public participation data (interviews, workshops, etc.), (Taylor et al, 2004) and data from 
comparable or analogous impact events (Interorganizational Committee, 2003).
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Phase 2
e components of the second phase are the more detailed identi$cation and prediction of potential 
impacts and the estimation and evaluation of these. e identi$cation of impacts can be seen as 
already started during the $rst phase with the identi$cation of social issues and variables. Again, the 
public involvement is central with a focus on the values in the community. Two other sources that 
might be useful when more in detail identifying the impacts are: earlier cases of similar actions and 
social science literature (Interorganizational Committee, 2003). is implies that a comparative 
approach can be preferable when identifying impacts. In Burdge and Johnson (2003) a comparative 
model is depicted showing a way of predicting impacts. e basic steps of the model is to (1) locate 
similar already implemented projects, plans, programs or policies and identify the impacts they have 
resulted in, comparing the past (before the implementation) with the present situation; and (2) to 
use the $ndings from this comparative study when predicting the future impacts of the planned 
intervention of which the impact assessment is performed. is way of predicting impacts requires, 
as already mentioned, that the past intervention(s) is similar to the planned, but also that the 
communities where the past and the planned interventions are located are similar so that the $ndings 
actually can be transposed to the “new” setting (Burdge and Johnson, 2003). As highlighted in a 
separate step in $gure 2 the secondary and cumulative, or second- and higher order, impacts must 
also be identi$ed and predicted, and not just the direct.

Another important part of the SIA process is the consideration and formulation of different 
alternatives of the planned activity, and not just one. ese alternatives should include a ‘no-go’ 
alternative (or a zero-alternative), described and considered (Taylor et al., 2004). In other words, the 
proposed action’s design should not be determined a priori, but different alternatives should be 
formulated during the SIA process, and the potential impacts for all alternatives estimated. Some 
examples of parameters which might constitute the differences between alternatives are: the type of 
action (e.g. a new commuting line could be made of trains or buses), location, operation (e.g. the 
size of an action), and construction (e.g. what methods are used for the construction phase) (Taylor 
et al., 2004). Each alternative should be assessed separately (Interorganizational Committee, 2003). 
It is difficult to give the formulation of alternatives any solid position in the process since it is an 
ongoing process where the alternatives are formulated over time. However, what can be seen as an 
important thing is that there should not just be one ruling alternative throughout the project or 
policy cycle, but alternatives (that are all assessed) to choose between.
 A comparative approach should be used when investigating the impacts where the present 
conditions are compared with the future, with the proposed action implemented as well as without 
(the future conditions without the proposed action would be described as the zero-alternative) 
(Interorganizational Committee, 2003). In other words, the conditions might change in the future 
even though the proposed action is not implemented, hence it could be misleading to only compare 
the present conditions with the estimated future with the proposed action implemented.
 In Taylor et al. (2004) four determinants for the impacts (effects) should be assessed: scale, 
signi$cance, duration and probability. ere are several techniques to estimate the impacts, and there 
determinants, where a triangulation approach (the usage and comparison of different techniques and 
data) would be preferable. Some examples of these techniques are: 

• Comparative method – comparison with other similar communities and proposed actions;
• Trend extension - a projection of a current trend into the future; what happened in the past 

is likely to happen in the future;
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• Population multiplier approaches – change is projected through multiplying the population 
size with a coefficient, e.g. an increase of the population by x will increase the demand for 
medical facilities with a coefficient c;

• Economic base analysis – depicting the economic activities in the community and $nding 
the basic activity (exporting goods and services) and its value for the whole community, i.e. 
these basic activities generates other activities in the community. A loss of employees in a 
basic activity would generate losses in other activities as well:

• Consulting experts – to take advantage of knowledge from experts, such as researchers, 
professional consultants, local authorities as well as knowledgeable local citizens;

• Scenario construction – perhaps not a technique of its own (as the ones above), but rather a 
way of combining the other techniques and build potential scenarios of the future. 
(Interorganizational Committee, 2003; Taylor et al., 2004)

e techniques shortly described above can be seen as rather quantitative, thus it is again worth 
mentioning the participatory approach; especially since the resilience of the community and its 
different groups is key to understand the impacts signi$cance (since it can differ between different 
social groups in the community). us, working groups (as described under the public participatory 
approach) could be used when identifying and estimating impacts as well as formulating alternatives 
e.g. decisions on the design of the proposed action).

Phase 3
With the impacts identi$ed and evaluated there might be a need for implementing mitigation 
measures. In the US principles and guidelines a three step mitigation strategy (based on a mitigation 
strategy from the NEPA) is outlined to cope with $rst and foremost the negative and adverse 
impacts. e $rst step of the strategy is to attempt to avoid all adverse impacts through avoiding or 
modifying the proposed action. e second step is to minimise or reduce adverse impacts through 
redesigning the proposed action. Lastly, the third step comprises compensation for irreversible 
impacts through e.g. providing substitute facilities. (Interorganizational Committee, 2003). 
However, mitigation can be understood as more than just avoiding and minimising negative impacts: 
‘mitigation measures can be implemented to minimise the harm and maximise the bene$ts from a 
speci$c planned intervention or related activity’ (Vanclay, 2003, p. 7).
 Somewhere at this moment in the process it is time to compile the assessment in a social impact 
statement (SIS), which will be the basis for the political decision-making. If a participatory approach 
is used the involved participants should be part of the decision making through designing the 
alternatives and accept the content in the $nal SIS (as mentioned above under the participatory 
approach discussion).
 e SIA process does also comprise setting up a monitoring program (or framework) for mitigation 
and further monitoring of impacts (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009), preferable as early as possible (as 
with the alternatives and the steps of the process in general, it is difficult to put this at a certain point 
in the process. is choice of “location” is not chronological, but rather conceptual with the close 
linkage to mitigation and future monitoring). is program should be designed to be able to cope 
with both the anticipated as well as the unanticipated impacts (Taylor et al., 2004). In other words, 
the magnitude of the in advanced identi$ed and evaluated impacts (anticipated) might become 
higher or lower than expected, and there might occur unexpected impacts (unanticipated), and the 
monitoring program should be able to cope with both these categories. e public involvement 
should also be extended to the monitoring of the action and its outcomes. E.g. the public should be 
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able to ‘report’ impacts that occur, especially since the resilience in the community may vary, and 
hence the perceptions of impacts.

Phase 4
is is where the implementation of the proposed action is begun. From the implementation and 
further on through the operation (and a potential future decommissioning) the main tasks within 
the SIA process is monitoring, through using the monitoring program set up earlier, and evaluating. 
ere might be a need for further mitigation measures, both during the implementation and 
operation (as well as the decommissioning). e evaluation should both consider outcomes of the 
implemented action as well as the very SIA process (Taylor et al., 2004). Questions that are 
important to answer in the evaluation are questions such as: how well did we predict the outcomes 
and impacts of the intervention; what was good and that was bad in the SIA process, what could be 
done differently, etc. is part can be understood as especially important when considering the 
comparative method outlined above and the lack of documented cases to use in present and future 
assessments. Evaluation is important to strengthen the procedures and undertake better SIAs in the 
future.
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3.4 Summary of the international theory and practice

To be able to, in a systematic and readable way, present and analyse the results from the case study, 
the literature study above is below concluded in a short framework. e summarising features 
presented below should be understood as guiding in the analysis of the case study, providing a frame 
in which the practices can be understood. In other words, the features, even though some of them is 
contradictory, should not be seen as ‘either this or that’, but rather ‘more like this or more like that’. 
e features will be presented in a summarising table in the end of this section. When later on 
reading the results and comparison of the countries’ practices there will be one extra feature which is 
not within this framework, the connection to theory, i.e. connection to literature and studies on 
different social subjects and the very social impact assessment theory and practice.

e conceptual setting
e conceptual setting comprises three subcategories: (1) de$nition and purpose of SIA, (2) what is a 
social impact and (3) public participation. Below a couple of features will be stressed to conclude 
what has been discussed above.
 e $rst category can be concluded by stressing the two rather different ways of understanding 
SIA outlined above: SIA as a decision tool bound to a regulatory context with the purpose of helping 
make better decisions through estimating consequences in advance, or as a paradigm and a context free 
procedure with the purposes of achieving better development outcomes and empower people through an 
ongoing assessment process. What these two de$nitions give is a grasp of how SIA can be understood 
rather than two $xed alternatives. From these, two contradictory understandings can be outlined in 
helping to analyse how SIA is understood in the case study. e $rst is whether SIA is seen as more 
of a decision-making tool or as a tool of empowering people. e second is whether SIA is seen as 
more of an in advance or ongoing procedure.
 Second, the concept social impact has historically been de$ned as rather quantitative which has 
led to a lot of critique, since many authors argues that many important social issues are missed if 
only focusing on the quantitative aspects. us, it is interesting to see whether social impacts in 
practice are de$ned and assessed as quantitative, or qualitative. e two causal chains described 
above are also showing two different ways of understanding what an impact is. e two-step causal 
chain presents an impact as something derived directly from an intervention, while the three-step 
causal chain presents a middle step, change process which causes the impacts. e three-step causal 
chain can be seen as a result of critique against the two-step causal chain being two general, and not 
stressing the impacts actually felt by people. e social change processes are described as something 
that will be a result of the intervention no matter what the social context is, and the social impact is 
the result of this change process depending on the social context.
 e third category of public participation can be concluded in stressing the difference in 
approaches. e assessment process can be technocratic and expert oriented and not particularly 
involving, which was the case especially in the beginning of SIAs history, or involving. en there is 
a difference in the actual involvement saying that it can be more consultative or more participatory, 
i.e. the public involvement is just consultative or extending beyond given people in%uence in the 
actual decisions made.

e institutional setting
e second of the three categories, the institutional setting, is here divided into two subcategories:  
who is the practitioner(s) and when is SIA undertaken.
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 e question of who should undertake SIAs is here divided into two features. e $rst is the 
expertise necessary to undertake a good quality SIA. It has been common that the practitioners have 
had a technical background rather than a sociological, which is seen as problematic since the 
sociological expertise is by many authors seen as crucial in understanding aspects such as social 
behaviour and values. us, the expertise of the practitioner(s) can be more technological or 
sociological. It is also stressed that an interdisciplinary approach can be rewarding in the work of 
SIA. is can also be connected with the second feature of the practitioner(s), whether SIAs are 
undertaken in teams or by a single practitioner. It is argued that the complexity of the social 
dimension and its different aspects requires a team approach to be able to cover all different aspects.
 When SIAs are undertaken can be seen through two subcategories: whether it is done within a 
regulatory context or more voluntarily; and whether they are done for project, plans, programs and/
or policies. It is common in many countries and regions that EIA is required by law, but more 
uncommon (if not to say non-existing) that there is an outspoken requirement of SIA per se. 
However, in many cases the assessment of social impacts are included in the required EIAs. During 
the evolution of SIA there has been a focus on undertaking SIAs only for projects. is, however, has 
changed, at least in the writings of the SIA community, where the possibility to undertake SIAs for 
plans, programs, and policies as well. However, even though the writings starting to focus more in 
strategic levels as well, the focus within the international practice is still on projects.

e SIA process
e third and $nal one of the categories, the SIA process, is here concluded with the four phases of 
the process. e purpose of this is to see what main parts of the process that are present in the 
countries’ practices.

Figure 4: Summarising table of the international theory and practice

e conceptual settinge conceptual settinge conceptual setting

De"nition and purpose of SIA
SIA as more of a decision-making 

tool or a mean for capacity 
building

SIA as an in advance procedure 
or as an ongoing process

e social dimension and 
impact

Quantitative, technical and 
socio-economic or qualitative 
focusing on “softer” aspects

Understanding social impacts 
according to the two-step chain 

or the three-step chain
Public participation Technocratic and expert oriented 

or more involving Consultative or participatory

e institutional settinge institutional settinge institutional setting

e practitioner(s) Technical expertise or 
sociological expertise In team or alone

When is SIA undertaken Within a regulatory context or 
voluntarily

For projects, plans, programs, 
and/or policies

e SIA processe SIA processe SIA process

e stages of the process, phase 
1 and 2

Phase 1: identi$cation of 
stakeholders, description of 
action, identi$cation of key 
issues, community pro$le 

(baseline)

Phase 2: detailed identi$cation 
and estimation of impacts, 

consideration of alternatives

e stages of the process, phase 
3 and 4

Phase 3: mitigation measures, 
monitoring during process and 

implementation

Phase 4: monitoring after 
implementation, evaluation of 

SIA-process (follow-up)
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4 RESULTS FROM THE CASE STUDY

4.1 Finland

Social impact assessment is a relatively established term especially in the land use planning practice in 
Finland. It is also common to include a SIA, or some kind of social assessment, in EIAs of larger 
projects. us, the practice of undertaken SIA comprises both land use planning and projects, which 
is also evident in the legislation. ere has also been a development during the last years of 
integrating social impact assessment and health impact assessment into one procedure, human 
impact assessment (HuIA). In other words, SIA can be seen as relatively well known in Finland, and 
used both in the planning practice and for other projects of different kinds.

4.1.1 The conceptual setting

ere has been some research in SIA within the Finnish context, referring to international 
understandings of SIA, where e.g. the IAIA de$nition was referred to. It was also provided in one of 
the case studies, a way of understanding SIA based on writings of several SIA practitioners and 
researchers saying that SIA has a similar function as EIA, i.e. it is performed in advance the planning 
phase providing a knowledge base for decision-making. is de$nition is also visible in the guidance 
documentation where SIA can be de$ned as the process of identifying the future impacts on citizens’ 
everyday living of a proposed plan. From the research case study documents it is also possible to 
understand the purpose of SIA in some objectives: (1) ful$l the legal obligations; (2) assist in 
including residents’ views on planning, and handling con%ict; (3) ensure a %uent progress and 
acceptance; and (4) provide decision makers with an indication of the likely measures for harmful 
social impacts. Instead of talking of either SIA or HIA, it has become more common to talk about 
human impact assessments (HuIA) in Finland, which is a procedure where SIA and HIA is 
integrated into one assessment document. is concept was introduced in Finland in 1999 in a 
handbook provided by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health. us, there are some differences in 
labelling in Finland. SIA as a term is still used on its own, but often it is part of EIAs, HuIAs, or IAs.
 e legislative labelling is either EIA or IA depending on which act to follow, i.e. whether it 
concerns a project (EIA) or land use planning (IA). In the Land Use and Building Act, impact 
assessment is mentioned as a term, but it is not given any outspoken de$nition, but the de$nition is 
derived indirectly from the requirement of assessing (to a necessary extent) environmental impacts of 
implementation of a plan. In the Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure, EIA is 
de$ned as a procedure in which the environmental impact of certain projects is investigated and 
assessed, and the views of authorities and affected are heard. It was also stressed in the interview 
study that SIA can be seen as a tool for making the social dimension of sustainable development 
more concrete.

In order to make the social dimension more concrete it needs to be given some kind of meaning. 
However, which was seen both in the research and guidance documentation as well as in the 
interview study, what the social dimension comprises varies from case to case depending on e.g. the 
level, activity and context, but also who the practitioner is (preferences, expertise, experiences, etc.). 
ere are some guiding checklists developed from international practices to $t the Finnish context. 
For the planning practice there are two lists with variables provided from research which can be used, 
one suited for local land use plans and one for regional planning. e lists have the same three main 
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categories: social characteristics, functionality, and experiential dimension, but the variables under 
these categories differ to $t the level. Just to mention some of these variables the following might be 
of interest to get a general understanding (taken from both lists):

• Social characteristics
o Distribution of welfare (local)
o Identity and image (local)
o Division of labour between different areas and its consequences (regional)
o Differentiation of regional identities (regional)

• Functionality
o Services (local)
o Jobs (local)
o Networks of public transportation (regional)
o Networks and accessibility of recreation areas (regional)

• Experiential dimension
o Perception of nature and cultural environment (local)
o Safety (local)
o Siting of hazardous or polluting activities (regional)
o Regional signi$cance of landscape and nature values for local people (regional)

As can be seen above, some of the local and regional variables do consider more or less the same 
aspects, but at very different levels. It is emphasised in the research documentation that these 
checklist should not be seen as a speci$c set of aspects ready to copy paste, due to the variance of 
what the social comprises (as mentioned above). is is also stressed in the guidance documentation, 
where the use of checklists is mentioned as one procedure of many, and that checklists should be 
complemented by other methods such as surveys, interviews, statistics, observations, and different 
kind of participation methods. Most of these methods are also found in the cases presented in the 
research documentation. It was also relatively common to use other assessments and literature 
sources in the estimation of impacts. Also the variables above are possible to $nd in the reports from 
the case studies. However, the choice of focus regarding what social characteristics and variables that 
are important for each case differs. e lists provided above have not been used in particular in the 
cases since the lists were developed after most of the SIAs in the case studies were undertaken. 
Although, the issues and impacts identi$ed in the SIAs all to some extent cover the variables in the 
list. Some examples, which are found in several of the cases, of the social variables of importance are:

• a pleasant living environment;
• population change and regional diversi$cation;
• employment and economy;
• recreation;
• situation of minorities;
• cultural heritage;
• accessibility to services.

Some examples of what actual impacts that can be identi$ed and estimated under these variables are 
shown in some of the cases.

40



• Densi$cation can be experienced negatively if natural areas diminish.
• Migration might weaken local identities.
• Growing traffic brings negative health effects (physical and mental).
• e experienced quality of living environment might change dramatically.
• Changes to the location of services as a result of a road project.
• e need for day-care or new schools.

One of the IAs from the case studies was divided into a social, cultural, and a health part, where the 
impacts were structured under these different areas. Another IA was divided into a social assessment 
and an economic assessment. What this show is the difficulty in deciding what the social comprises, 
and that it is done differently for different impact assessments. In the case of the latter IA, the 
research case study concluded that the economic assessment was given a larger emphasis than the 
social assessment. However, from other cases the conclusions were that aspects such as quality of 
living environment and distribution of well-being were emphasised in IAs. Also the interview study 
showed that the social dimension comprises more than just socio-economic aspects and that much 
emphasis is on the quality of living environments and the links to people’s well-fare. However, as 
stressed above, the content of the social dimension still differs between different areas, cities and 
cases, along with the extent of which social issues are considered and how this is done.
 In legislation environmental impacts are de$ned as including social aspects. To mention some of 
the aspect that can bee seen as having a social focus, the objective in land use planning is to secure, 
through planning and impact assessment:

• a safe, healthy, pleasant, socially functional living and working environment which provides 
for the needs for various population groups;

• economical community structure and land use;
• protection of the beauty of the built environment and of cultural values;
• functionality of communities and good building;
• availability of services. (Land Use and Building Act, ch. 1, §5)

Except these there are several aspects concerning more biophysical aspects stressed as well. A further 
understanding of how environmental impacts are de$ned is given in the Land Use and Building 
Decree (ch. 1):

• people’s living conditions and environment;
• soil and bedrock, water, air and climate;
• plants and animals, biodiversity and natural resources;
• regional and community structure, community and energy economy and traffic;
• townscape, landscape, cultural heritage and the build environment.

In other words, there is no explicit de$nition of a social impact, but the de$nition of an 
environmental impact is clearly outlining several aspects that can be understood as social. Much the 
same de$nitions are also stressed in the EIA act regulating projects.

Regarding resilience and the recognition that groups in society might be affected differently by an 
action, it is stressed in the $rst point above from the legislation that the living and working 
environment should provide for the needs for various population groups. However, it is not stressed 
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that different groups also can be affected differently depending on their ability to adapt to change. 
From the research documentation the importance of identi$cation of vulnerable groups and the 
distribution of welfare is stressed. e cases do to some extent recognise that communities is 
constituted by different groups and that this should be taken into consideration. In one case the 
situation of minorities is speci$ed as one aspects of importance and in another the distribution of 
well-being is given special attention. One case goes further than this and focuses especially on 
sensitive groups (elderly, disabled, and children). us, it is recognised that different groups have 
different needs, but also (at least to some extent) that different groups are affected differently.

One of the research articles included a case study of a “participatory SIA”, in which the plan was 
modi$ed according to the residents’ viewpoints. ere were several methods used in this SIA, of 
which some can be seen as more or less participatory: public meetings, walking tour, survey, and 
discussions with a local liaison committee (a working group consisting of representatives from day-
care centres, the activity centre, residents association, etc.). e general opinion of the result of SIA 
was that it had succeeded in consultation and con%ict management, however, some disappointments 
were raised saying that the residents felt that they should have been more part of identifying the 
impacts. e other cases were mainly done for master plans where the participation level of the 
public was limited basically to hearings. However, since they were done at regional level a fully 
participatory approach was difficult to follow. What is shown from the interview study is that the use 
of (and extent of ) public participation varies depending on the level and scale of the action, as well as 
who the practitioner (or in this case planner) is, but in general, participation in the Finnish practice 
often comes down to public hearings.
 In the Land Use and Building Act it is stated that ‘planning procedures must be organized and the 
principles, objectives and goals and possible alternatives of planning publicized so that the 
landowners in the area and those on whose living, working or other conditions the plan may have a 
substantial impacts, and the authorities and corporations whose sphere of activity the planning 
involves, have the opportunity to participate in preparing the plan, estimate its impact and state their 
opinion on it’ (ch. 8, §62). ere is also a requirement of setting up a scheme covering the 
participation and interaction procedures and assessment of the plan’s impact. e so called 
participation and assessment plan (PAP) should lay out what impacts to assess and in what manner, 
as well as the limitations of the area. When this was used in the cases, PAP was a new proceeding 
with little routines connected to it. us, its content was difficult to de$ne, especially deciding what 
would be of importance regarding impacts and methods at a regional level.

4.1.2 The institutional setting

e SIAs and IAs from the case studies were mostly done for plans, and especially regional plans. 
is, however, does not show the whole picture of undertaking SIA in Finland according to the 
interview study, since the most focus is at local level, and not seldom project oriented. However, with 
the new legislation, and guidelines, of undertaking impact assessments of land use plans, the number 
of impact assessments of social aspects (i.e. SIA, HuIA) for plans have increased. e SIAs from the 
case studies were described as the $rst of their kind, and there has been visionary work done in the 
last years of developing social assessments, especially in land use planning. Going back to the 
introduction of EIA in Finland with the EIA act requiring EIAs to be undertaken for projects, social 
aspects where to some extent included. And, stated from the interview study, many of the larger SIAs 
have been included in project EIAs. us, it can be stated that SIAs are used in two contexts: (1) in 
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large project EIAs and (2) in land use planning where an assessment of impacts on people and 
community is always a part. As outlined in the Land Use and Building Act there is a requirement of 
undertaking impact assessment when drawing up a plan: ‘the environmental impact of implementing 
the plan, including socio-economic, social, cultural and other impacts, must be assessed to the 
necessary extent’ (ch. 1, §9). In the EIA act there is a requirement of undertaking EIA for projects 
that might cause a signi$cant environmental impacts, of which several considered social aspects: 
human health, living conditions and amenity; the community structure, buildings, landscape, 
townscape and cultural heritage, etc. ere have also been introduced guidelines in Finland for 
undertaking impact assessments (economic, environmental and social impact assessments as well as 
impacts on public administration) for legislative drafting, which requires that IA is taken duly into 
consideration.
 us, there are several contexts where SIA could be used, however, historically it has often been a 
part of larger project EIAs, but in resent years it has stretched to comprise also land use planning.

Who the performer of SIAs is differs between different cases. However, most of the SIAs from the 
case studies were performed by consultants with different backgrounds (sociologist, geographer, etc.). 
In the case where social assessments are part of IAs, there are commonly one expert responsible for 
the social assessment. is was shown from the interview study, which also showed that the 
performer when it comes to land use planning (on a local level) often is the planner, since there often 
is not enough resources to hire a consultant. us, in larger projects and IAs it is more common with 
consultancy experts and teams, while smaller assessments often is more of a one mans job. It was also 
stressed that there is lack of education at university level, leading to a scarce in people with 
knowledge of social assessment. When social assessment is taught it is within EIA courses, and what 
concerns speci$c SIA-courses it seems that they have been non-existing at universities.

is lack of education is connected to the use of scienti$c and practical references. e interview 
study showed that if there is to be connections with e.g. literature of international practice, the 
practitioners must look it up by themselves since they have not been educated. is, however, 
becomes problematic since the resources (money and time) often is too scarce. However, sometimes 
there is referencing to both literature on impact assessment procedures and to studies on other 
subjects, such as housing studies, land use studies and sociological studies. is was also seen in the 
case studies where some of the SIAs used a substantial amount of references and sources, while other 
hardly had any references to scienti$c literature at all. In the case studies, one of the conclusions 
regarding the use of scienti$c sources was that it depended on the practitioner, whether the 
practitioner was a technical consultant or more of a researcher. What can be seen from the actual 
research made on SIA in Finland (of which some are the case studies used in this study) is that it uses 
references provided by international practitioners and researchers, i.e. from the international practice. 

4.1.3 The SIA process

As was stated in the method discussion of this report, the lack of SIA-reports (as all the SIAs were in 
Finnish) in this study made the description of especially the process and its stages difficult. e case 
studies did not focus on describing the process of which their cases were following. However, one of 
the cases’ process was outlined showing the following stages:
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1. Discovering needs and planning the assessment.
2. Acquiring basic information (baseline).
3. Identifying and de$ning impacts.
4. Assessing impacts.
5. Presenting impacts as part of a draft or plan commentary.
6. Examining the adequacy of the assessment
7. Assessment follow-up.

From the other cases it was not possible to see a clear process. What can be said though, is that the 
focus was on the social variables and the actual impacts that were assessed. However, the research 
documents’ describe, as well as some of the guidance documentation, the process, both from an 
international perspective and national. As the de$nition of SIA from the IAIA was referred to in the 
research documentation the main stages of the process can be seen as: analysing, managing and 
monitoring or the intended and unintended social impacts (positive and negative). In another 
document the stages of the social impact assessment were: (1) screening and planning the assessment, 
(2) baseline data-collection, (3) identi$cation and scoping, (4) assessment of alternatives and 
impacts, (5) impact statement, and (6) monitoring and auditing. ere was also described how a 
municipality had integrated impact assessment into the planning process ending up with the 
following stages of the assessment process:

1. Collection of initial data and the need for impact assessment (screening).
2. Drafting of participation and assessment plan (described above).
3. Initial meeting and negotiation between the officials.
4. Impact assessments and taking the results into account in planning.
5. Impact assessments taken further.
6. Alleviation of harmful impacts.
7. Compilation of plan report.

What becomes evident when looking at the last list is that the last step from the other process 
descriptions is missing, monitoring and follow-up. Even though there is too little information to 
draw any general conclusions it is still worth mentioning that the list where the process is integrated 
into practice leaves out the monitoring, mentioned in the theoretical descriptions of the process.
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4.2 Norway

In Norway, impact assessments are frequently used for planned projects, plans, and programs, as 
there is a legal requirement. us, indirect there is a requirement of assessing social impacts since 
they are included in the set of aspects to consider in the required impact assessment (or KU as it is 
called). Other than the social assessments being part of the overall IAs, there are seldom concrete 
SIAs undertaken as stand alone reports. 

4.2.1 The conceptual setting

In the legislation an IA is given a de$nition saying that it shall describe and evaluate the impacts 
caused by a plan or an action on environment and society (Forskrift om konsekvensutredningen, 
appendix III), and thus its objective is to assure that these aspects are considered during the planning 
of an action or a plan. e objective is further developed in the guidance documents saying that IA is 
undertaken to create a basis for better decision-making, and to end up with better projects, plans and 
programs considering the environment, nature resources, society and economy. ere is also a 
de$nition in a guidance from the national road administration saying that an IA consists of two 
parts: a socio-economic analysis, and (if necessary) an assessment of the local and regional 
development.
 What becomes evident when looking at the reports in this study is that they to a large extent 
follow the de$nitions in the legislation since most of the reports are done as a result of the legal 
requirement, i.e. there are no signi$cant amount of voluntarily performed assessment which could 
have other de$nitions. When impact assessment was introduced in Norway it was following the EU 
Directive on EIA, as in many other countries. But, as the interview study showed, the social 
dimension was given a perhaps larger role than in other countries. us, the de$nition of the 
procedure of impact assessment can be seen as derived from the EU Directive, but with a focus on 
more than just the biophysical environment. However, there has been a historical focus on 
biophysical aspects in the practice, but with some changes during the last years of more room for the 
social aspects.

With the relatively well integrated social aspects, both in legislation and practice, the question of 
what the social comprises becomes interesting to discuss. e general impact assessment report is 
commonly consisting of different separate assessments of important themes or subjects, such as 
transportation, culture, health, recreation, biophysical environment and society in general. us, the 
question of what social means and what a social impact is can be difficult to answer. is question 
came up during the interview study, e.g. should health and culture be included in the social or 
should it be treated separate? Both culture and health aspects are sometimes assessed separately and 
sometimes included in the general impact assessment. However, in the legislation there are a set of 
aspects outlined which are covered by the requirement and could be understood as social:

• Transportation;
• Cultural heritage and environment;
• Landscape;
• e populations health and its distribution among the population;
• Crime prevention;
• Children and youth and their growth;
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• Evaluation of competition. (Forskrift om konsekvensutredninger, appendix III)

is is further developed in the guidance documents where the aspects are given more sense and 
detailed description. Some examples from these are:

• Transportation - impacts on users, operators and the society in general, such as driving costs, 
travel times, investments, public transport);

• Living environment and recreation - impacts due to e.g. pollution to air and water, noise  
and vibrations, accidents, changes in aesthetic values, accessibility to recreational activities, 
etc.;

• Landscape view - impacts on the visual experiences of the landscape;
• Culture environment - impacts on cultural heritage (artefacts and environment);
• Social networks and activities - impacts on people’s social relations, feeling of belongingness, 

accessibility to cultural activities;
• Economy - impacts on employment, businesses, and accessibility to housing markets and 

services.

ere is also a division made in the guidance from the national road administration into priced, 
unpriced, and other impacts on the local and regional development, where the $rst two is part of the 
socio-economic analysis shortly mentioned earlier. e priced impacts are the ones possible to give 
an economic value, given by e.g. market prices, production prices and willingness to pay. e 
impacts are quanti$ed and evaluated through calculation measures (such as cost-bene$t calculations), 
to see whether the planned action will be economically bene$cial. e unpriced impacts are, as the 
term implies, not given an economic value, hence assessed without economic calculations. Instead 
the unpriced impacts are decided through a three step procedure starting with (1) giving different 
areas, within the whole affected area, values showing how important they are for the community 
(there are a set of criteria stressed for this). e next step is to (2) estimate the size and magnitude of 
the changes the planned action might have on these subareas, before (3) ending up with a collective 
evaluation of the positive and negative impacts on the whole area. e priced and unpriced should 
then be evaluated together leading to a result where the planned actions socio-economic pro$tability. 
What is interesting with this method is that it is used in practice, which some of the reports shows. 
us, this is a rather well used method when undertaking IAs, particularly on road projects and 
plans.
 What the practice where these methods are used shows is that the economical and quanti$ed 
changes are the ones given most space, over other more qualitative aspects (such as people’s 
aspirations and experiences). is can also be seen in the other IAs where focus mainly is on 
quantitative impacts. Under headings such as tourism, employment and culture, the main changes 
addressed are the economic impacts the action will have, i.e. will the community lose or win 
economically from the action regarding its tourist business, work force, and cultural activities. ere 
are some qualitative and participatory procedures addressed in the guidance and used in the impact 
assessments, but to a relatively limited extent. To conclude it can be said that the IA-practice uses the 
aspects set out in legislation and guidelines to a large extent. However, something that came up in 
the interview study is that the actual way of assessing social impacts (other than the quantitative) has 
been done in a rather ad hoc-oriented way, and a possible reason for this could be the rather vague 
guidance on procedures to estimate the ‘softer’ qualitative social aspects.
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A few words of resilience in the Norwegian practice is that an identi$cation of the affected area is 
always undertaken. However, to what extent the communities demography is identi$ed is hard to 
tell. But, as the interview study showed, the groups of children and youth have become more 
important in today’s practice, and the fact that young people might be affected in other ways and 
that they have different needs than other groups. ere is also consideration to different stakeholders 
in IA on roads where the impacts on all kinds of users are stressed (people driving cars, using public 
transport, biking or walking). It is also stated from the guidance that pro$ling the demography of 
the community is important since it is the starting point of many impact evaluations, and that it is 
especially important to address more vulnerable groups, such as disabled, socially exposed, 
unemployed and children and youth.

ere is a legal requirement on public involvement in the planning process and impact assessment 
procedure concerning hearing with affected authorities and organisations, and publishing for the 
public to see. (FOK, ch. 3, §7). Apart from this there are no legally binding participation, but the 
guidance available does provide some discussion about participation methods. Some focus is on data 
collection, where consultation through interviews with organisations and knowledgeable individuals 
is mentioned. Further, the guidance of health and well-being has a chapter dealing with public 
participation in stressing methods and whom to involve. e use of participation depends on the 
objective, if the objective is: to inform means such as brochures, meetings and TV is suitable; to 
collect data (information) means such as interviews, surveys (questionnaires) and meetings; or to 
evaluate the actual impacts means such as working groups, meetings and hearings are mentioned as 
suitable.
 Public participation does not seem to have a central role in the practice. When looking at the 
reports it is barely mentioned, but only present in short descriptions on how certain information has 
been collected. However, the requirement of hearing and publishing the IA for the public to see gives 
them a possibility to have their say. However, to what extent this is affecting the outcomes of 
projects, plans, and programs in practice, is not clear.

4.2.2 The institutional setting

As stated above, IAs including social aspects are frequently undertaken in the Norwegian practice, 
and have been so for some time. It is not common that speci$c SIAs are undertaken as stand-alone 
assessment, but the IA is usually undertaken including an assessment of social impacts. Although, as 
mentioned above, cultural and health aspects are sometimes assessed outside the general IAs. When 
planning a project of some kind of oil exploitation, the legislation of oil activities requires an impact 
assessment to be undertaken, but the main requirement is regulated in the rule of impact assessments 
(Forskrift om konsekvensutredninger, ch. 2, §2) where a set of plans and actions are required to 
always be processed according to the rule, of which some are regional or local plans addressing future 
developments and plans or actions including activities corresponding to the ones outlined by the rule 
(FOK, appendix 1). us, it is simply required as soon as a plan is planned and not only for 
environmentally hazardous activities (even though a list of dangerous activities is outlined in the 
legislation derived from the EU Directive of EIA), i.e. the requirements do not only pass for 
biophysical aspects, but also for social and economical aspects. However, as stated earlier, there has 
been a focus in practice on biophysical aspects as well as economical, leaving other social aspects 
somewhat aside. But, as stressed in the interviews, the recent changes in the rule for impact 
assessment (from 2009) have given the social dimension a stronger position in local planning than 
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before.
 e reports in this study were either made on a project level or plan level, where the activities were 
either concerning mining, oil, wind power, or roads. Some of them where separate reports within an 
overreaching impact assessment, and some where directly included in an IA-report. is can be seen 
as depending on the size of the project, and thus the size of the impact assessment. What is passed 
for all the reports is that they are done for either an application for a project, or a plan draft, i.e. they 
are all done as a result of the legal requirement of undertaking IAs. us, none of the IAs can be 
understood as voluntarily, but a part of the regulated planning process.

When it comes to the people behind the undertaking of impact assessment, three of the $ve reports 
where done by consultants, commonly in teams of varying sizes. One of the reports not undertaken 
by consultants was made by the national road administration along with the affected local 
authorities, while the other was performed by researchers from a Norwegian research institute. In 
other words, the Norwegian practice can be seen as dominated by consultants, although there are 
others sometimes performing assessments. It does not seem as there are any courses at university on 
impact assessments speci$ed at social aspects. Although, it is stressed in the interviews, the subject 
expertise of interest in impact assessments are provided in education, but nothing with an outspoken 
social impact assessment perspective. ere is also little, if any research, done in Norway considering 
the $eld of assessments of social impacts and issues. It is also a weak exchange of knowledge and 
experience of undertaking assessments of social impacts, at least outside and between the consultancy 
$rms.

Regarding the academic referencing of IA, and SIA, when performing impact assessments, the use of 
such sources is weak in the practice, which is shown both from the reports, guidance and interviews. 
Although, there is usually much references to literature, studies and cases regarding more subject 
focused information, such as plan theory, health aspects, economic calculations etc.But there is no 
references to any international theory and practice of social impact assessment. However, there are lot 
of other references to subject information (as stated above), and to guidance, legislation and studies 
(and also to some extent earlier performed impact assessments, especially internally within the large 
consultancy $rms).

4.2.3 The SIA process

From the legislation and guidance, there are some guidelines to follow when performing an IA. e 
proceedings differ to some extent between the different guidance documentation where especially the 
guidance concerning road assessments has a clear structure to follow (which was covered above). e 
legislation is providing a minimum requirement of what an impact assessment should comprise, 
where some of the main parts are:

• e content and objective of the action;
• From a description of the current situation (baseline) give a description and assessment of the 

possible impacts caused by the activity on the environment and the society;
• e assessment should be done for the different alternatives (including a 0-alternative)
• It should also include an evaluation of the need for (and if necessary suggestions of ): more 

detailed investigation for the implementation; and investigations and measures aiming at 
monitor and clarify the actual impacts of the activity. (FOK, appendix III)
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e stages provided in the guidance for health and well-being is based on an international practice of 
impact assessment (like the EIA-process) where the basic steps are: screening (is an impact assessment 
necessary); scoping (what should be assessed); performing the document (baseline, identi$cation and 
estimation of impacts); evaluation of report (quality check and review); and monitoring and follow-
up. us, the stages in the method emphasised by the guidance are:

1. A rough identi$cation of the health and well-being aspects of importance;
2. Outline the requirements of documentation;
3. Requirement of, and set up of, participation in the assessment;
4. Systematically assess the potential impacts;
5. Measure of follow-up.

e stages provided by the other guidance, from the road administration, do to a large extent concur 
with these stages:

1. Need of and objective of the plan;
2. Identi$cation and division of affected areas;
3. Baseline and preparing work (different analysis of transportation, city-structure, landscape, 

etc.;
4. Development of alternatives;
5. Impact identi$cation and estimation, based on the socio-economic analysis of priced and 

unpriced impacts, and if necessary evaluation of other impacts on local and regional 
development. e assessment should be done for all the alternatives.

e stages present in the IAs in this study basically follows these stages, starting with identi$cation of 
the affected areas and ending up with a collective evaluation of the different alternatives. e 
assessment of different alternatives is present in all reports except one, and commonly the number of 
alternatives are three or four. Also the baseline and identi$cation and estimation of impacts are done 
to a large extent in the same way, with quantitative calculations and methods. However, the presence 
and evaluation of the more qualitative social aspects are varying, both in methods used and in extent 
(as mentioned earlier). e monitoring and follow-up mentioned in one of the guidance (however, 
only brie%y mentioned) is not speci$cally present, or outlined, in any of the reports.
 To brie%y conclude the procedures in the Norwegian practice, there are guidance from legislation 
and guidance documents, which are often followed, at least regarding the social aspects that are able 
to be quanti$ed.
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4.3 Sweden

As with the international practice there is no universal de$nition of SIA in Sweden. In fact, SIA has a 
rather weak position in the Swedish planning practice, and in other sectors as well. It is quite 
common to perform some kind of sustainable evaluation of plans, but they are not following any 
particular impact assessment procedure or process. us, it is worth notice when reading this that the 
number of assessments regarding social impacts is relatively low, and that it is not even close to the 
EIA practice, or even a part of the EIA practice to any larger extent.

4.3.1 The conceptual setting

ere is a requirement on undertaking EIAs within the planning practice, which to some extent 
includes social aspects, but there is no requirement on SIA per se, and hence there is no de$nition of 
SIA in the Swedish legislation. However, in the Environmental Code, with the EU Directive of EIA 
embodied, it is stated that ‘the purpose of an environmental impact assessment is to establish and 
describe the direct and indirect impact of a planned activity or measure on people, animals, plants, 
land, water, air, the climate, the landscape and the cultural environment [...]. Another purpose is to 
enable an overall assessment to be made of this impact on human health and the environment’ (ch. 
6, §3). ere is also another purpose concerning plans and programs saying that ‘the purpose of an 
environmental impact assessment is to integrate environmental aspects in the plan or program ensure 
a sustainable development’ (ch. 6, §11) When looking at these de$nitions the social dimension is 
clearly a part of undertaking an EIA.
 However, from the interviews made in this study it becomes evident that the EIA practice has to 
some extent neglected and set aside the social aspects due to its large focus on the biophysical aspects 
of the environment. is problem is also stressed in the guiding documentation where EIA is 
described as focusing on physical aspects, and being too limited to technical descriptions and the 
biophysical environment to be able to cope with the social aspects. us, it is argued that SIA should 
be seen as a necessary complement to EIA. e importance of seeing SIA as a process parallel to the 
planning process is also evident, much like EIA.
 e de$nitions and purposes of SIA that are present in the SIA practice (that is the actual 
undertaken SIAs) are to some extent taken from international de$nitions, especially the de$nition 
provided by IAIA. Some of the central formulations in these de$nitions are: identify, describe, 
analyse and cope with both unintended and intended social (and cultural) impacts; identify 
stakeholders and describe potential con%icts; give context descriptions; minimise and mitigate 
negative impacts and maximise and enhance positive; ensure a sustainable development. e same 
kind of formulations are also present in the guiding documents.

When it comes to the social dimension and the understanding of the concept social in the reports 
there are differences between the assessments, since each activity, and its impact assessment, has its 
own context. A social issue of importance in one case can be rather irrelevant in another and vice 
versa. However, when looking at how the social issues of relevance are identi$ed, there are some 
proceedings that are more or less commonly used, and often complementing each other:

1. Letting the affected groups give there opinion of what is important is the most common way. 
More on this below where the role of public participation is discussed.

2. e usage of international, national and local goals and variables (and in some cases 
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regulations) is another way, e.g. political goals concerning people’s health and gender 
equality, national environmental goals, and general social variables from international 
principles (such as IAIAs principles).

3. Statistics and other documented social factors, e.g. through earlier performed studies, is also a 
used procedure.

What is important to notice, and that was shown from the interview study, is that, since the meaning 
of the social differs there is no universal set of social issues applicable to all cases. us, one of the 
key features in a SIA is the identi$cation of what the social should comprise in each context, and 
how this can be done.
 e most general identi$cation of social issues among the reports in this study can be found in the 
assessments of two master plans, where the following issues are addressed, de$ning “a good social 
life”:

• Safety and security - the feeling of safety (e.g. in a speci$c area);
• Equity and integration - the feeling of integration and accessibility to social networks (i.e. 

social capital);
• Ability to make a living - accessibility to a diverse labour market, economic safety;
• Good and adequate housing - ability to choose between different accommodations (e.g. 

mixed tenure), a good living environment;
• Access to services - public as well as private and commerce;
• A meaningful leisure time - possibilities to recreational activities and social relations (e.g. 

through meeting places);
• Good infrastructure - considering all kinds of means of transportation (walking, cycling, 

driving, public transportation), accessibility for disabled;
• Belongingness - to feel proud of one’s living area;
• Democracy and in%uence - accessibility to open and public space, free speech, be treated 

with respect;
• Good health - both physical and psychological.

A change in one of these social issues would be an impact, and some examples of potential impacts 
from the other assessments done for projects are:

• A change in the way of life and cultural identity (in this case relating to reindeer 
management);

• Psycho-social stress as a result of fear for changes in the way of life;
• Annoyance and disruption of every day life as a result of noise;
• Cracks in houses as a result of vibrations;
• Affection on water quality;
• Disruption in outdoor activities due to dust;
• Risk of accidents due to heavy traffic;
• Disruption of sleeping habits as a result of change in work schedule;
• Fear of loss in property values as a result of deteriorating attractiveness of living area.

What these examples show is that social issues and impacts varies depending on the scale and 
context. What it also shows is that an impact is understood as a change that directly effects people, 

51



i.e. a social impact is a change felt by people (e.g. fears and psycho-social stress). is can also be 
derived from national sectorial guidance regarding establishment of transportation infrastructure, 
where there are three terms to be used and described in a SIA: social quality, social change, and social 
impact. Social quality is de$ned as the situation regarding accessibility, safety and equality when 
planning for transportation. Social change is then the changes in the social quality caused by an 
intervention, and the social impact is the consequence of this social change. us, the social impact 
could be understood as the felt consequence of a social change caused by an intervention. However, 
whether this guidance has been used in practice is more uncertain as the infrastructure sector of 
today is focusing largely on the equality aspect, hence to some extent leaving out other social aspects 
of relevance.
 Another de$nition, provided in guidance documentation, of how the term social impact can be 
understood is that a social impact is the effect of every change (positive or negative) in human’s life 
(e.g. culture, political system, living environment, health and well-being, fears, etc.). However, these 
guidance is not a legislative requirement, and as far as the legislation on EIA concern the 
understanding of a social impact is rather vague. However, when again looking at the purpose of EIA 
stressed above, the legislation acknowledge that impacts on people and their health shall be assessed. 
is becomes even more concrete when looking at what an EIA of a plan or program should contain 
according to the Environmental Code (ch.6, §12): ‘a description of the signi$cant impact on the 
environment regarding biodiversity, population, people’s health, wild life...’. us, the purpose is 
backed up by a concrete requirement of the content of an EIA. ere are also some other national 
goals and legislation which could be used to understand how the social could be connected to 
regulations and political goals. First there are the 16 national environmental goals, of which the 
15th, a good built environment, could be used to give the social some backing. Some of its 
description concerns social aspects such as: a diversi$ed housing stock, work places, culture and 
services, cultural values and landscapes. It also stresses that cities should be planned according to a 
sustainable perspective regarding social, economic and (biophysical) environment as well as health 
aspects. However, this is not a binding regulation.

Before looking at the role of public participation it might be useful to have a brief discussion 
whether, or how, the Swedish practice cope with the term resilience. As a reminder, resilience is best 
understood as people’s ability to cope with changes. In the reports this is done through identi$cation 
of affected people and social groups. is is done both as a $rst step of preparing for public 
participation, but also to see that there are different groups in the community with different needs 
and that their ability to cope with change might differ. e identi$cation of stakeholders and 
affected groups along with the public involvement in general is also stressed in the guiding 
documentation. Some examples of dividing the community into different social groups, to assess 
how these groups are affected by changes, evident in the reports are:

• Children, youth, young adults, adults, older adults, and disabled.
• Workers, residents, and the community as a whole.

However, the concretisation of how the different groups are affected differs between the reports. In 
some it is clari$ed through tables with the impacts on the different groups presented, while there in 
other cases are more implicitly considered within the participation of representatives from the 
groups.
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When it comes to the actual public participation and its role in the practice it differs widely from 
case to case. However, according to the interviews there is some participation in most of the SIAs 
undertaken, but the extent to which it is used differs. An example of the difference becomes evident 
when comparing the participation in the assessments on master plans with the ones on projects. In 
the assessments on the large scale master plans the participation is limited to public hearings, and 
thus not actually participatory. is is argued to be the result of the large scale and the difficulties it 
brings in deciding who should be involved. is can be compared in the assessments on projects 
affecting smaller communities where the identi$cation of affected and who should be involved is 
much easier. In these cases the participation goes from public hearings, focus group and individual 
interviews as well as interviews with organisations and businesses, to actually be involved in agreeing 
on the content and analysis made in the assessment. Especially the focus group interviews are often 
used in these smaller community context, where the groups usually consists of representatives from 
the community, organisations and businesses to a varying extent. In the guidance the public 
participation has a central role through the use of the methods mentioned above. It is also stressed 
that the ones with the best knowledge of the way of living is the people themselves. When looking at 
the legislation there is a requirement of undertaking some kind of hearings for environmental impact 
assessments, and that private individuals who are likely to be affected shall be consulted at an early 
stage (Environmental Code, ch. 6, §4).

4.3.2 The institutional setting

It has already been mentioned that SIAs are relatively sparsely used in the Swedish context, and that 
the EIA-practice often neglects the social aspects when undertaking EIAs. As mentioned above there 
is a wish of seeing SIA as complementing EIA. In the cases of the SIA-reports being part of a general 
impact assessment there is also, except the SIA and EIA, an economic assessment undertaken. us, 
SIA can be seen as undertaken as a complement to both environmental assessment and economic 
assessment, and sometimes integrated with the two in a general IA-report. In the legislation it is 
stated that an EIA must be undertaken if an activity, plan or program might have a signi$cant 
impact on the environment (Environmental Code, ch.6, §4 and §11). What is meant by a signi$cant 
impact on the environment can be a bit tricky to sort out, but there are some activities that are 
classi$ed as harmful for the environment (ch. 9, §1), where the most of the activities are focusing on 
biophysical and other physical aspects. Some examples of these are:

• pollution to land, water or groundwater through sewage, solid waste, or gas;
• usage of land in such a way that it negatively affect people’s health or the environment;
• usage of land in such a way that it negatively affect the surroundings through noise, 

vibration, light, radiation or similar.

Except these examples there are a set of others even more focusing on biophysical aspects. us, even 
though some of these aspects obviously affect people, it is still the physical changes that are in focus 
and not how this will affect people regarding such aspects as fears and aspirations, etc. e guidance 
documentation stresses that SIA should be undertaken if people’s social quality would change and if 
they would be affected in their daily life. In the areas of the native sami people it has become more 
and more common to undertake SIAs when larger projects and activities are planned, especially in 
areas where reindeer management is common. From the interview study it also becomes evident that 
the mining industry often performs assessments on social impacts on a voluntary basis as a result of 
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policies from outside Sweden. What is common in the most assessments is that they are done for 
projects that would affect a limited amount people, often in a smaller community. is is evident 
both when looking at the reports and the interviews. Except the two assessments of the master plans 
there are no other known SIAs on a strategic and policy level (except some evaluations which do not 
follow any impact assessment practice), but only on a project level. Of the reports, the two master 
plan assessments are part of a general impact assessment, while the others are stand-alone social 
impact assessments.

All the $ve SIA reports analysed where performed by consultants, either in teams, pairs, or alone. 
e form depends on the project and the resources available, i.e. in a project where the builder 
provides small resources it can be difficult to put together a team since expertise costs, and especially 
if experts from other sectors are to be involved. e interviews gave the picture that most of the 
practitioners come from an EIA background in Sweden. However, when teams have been used there 
have been other professionals from other disciplines involved, at least to some extent. ere is a 
problem with a lack of education at university level on the subject of SIA. e are courses on EIA, 
but SIA seems to be rarely, if even at all, mentioned in these courses.

Also whether there are connections made in the practice with scienti$c literature differs between 
cases. e scienti$c literature can be divided into two: (1) literature, articles and documents 
discussing the very procedure and concept SIA, and (2) literature, reports and such focusing on 
research on human life and behaviour and similar. Four of the $ve reports in this study all referred to 
some sources where the concept SIA is dealt with, to give a picture of how SIA can be understood. 
When it comes to other theoretical literature and research studies focusing on human life, it is used 
in some of the reports, but not all. A result from the interview was that the use of the latter kind of 
references can be connected to the public participation. If there is a thorough participatory approach 
used, the need of literature to understand how people will be affected is not as crucial as in other 
cases. However, it could be useful to do some kind of literature review, but the limited time and 
resources generally makes it difficult. e use of literature also depends on the practitioner and hers 
or his experiences and way of working, and varies from good to relatively poor. Some of the guidance 
uses sources from the international practice of SIA, while some does not.

4.3.3 The SIA process

Since there is no universal de$nition of SIA, there is no exact and concrete process to follow. 
However, when looking at the reports the way of undertaking SIA does to a large extent follow the 
same stages, with some exceptions. First and foremost all the reports identi$es whom might be 
affected. ere is also a description of the planned activity followed by a baseline study and 
identi$cation of social issues of relevance for the planned activity. en there is the more substantial 
part of the assessment: identifying and estimating the social impacts.
 As been stated above, participatory methods have been used in most cases, often throughout the 
process (from doing the baseline study and identifying social issues, to identifying and deciding the 
signi$cance of social impacts). However, the assessment of different alternatives are almost non-
existent. In most of the reports the 0-alternative is described and used as the situation to relate the 
potential impacts to. In the case of the master plans the assessments are almost done more as 
evaluations in retrospect of the plan draft rather than contributing to the design of the content. In 
the case of a mining activity the assessment of different alternatives naturally becomes difficult since 
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the natural resource is at one place (however, there are other possible alternatives to consider 
regarding design, construction, etc.). Some recommendations and mitigation measures are presented 
in all the reports. However, if following the international practice, the $nal stage of monitoring and 
follow-up is only mentioned explicitly in one of the reports.

Even though there is no legislation on SIA per se, there is stated what parts an EIA for an activity 
should include, and they are (in a shortened way):

1. a description of the activity or action;
2. a description of planned actions to be able to avoid, mitigate, or remedy adverse effects;
3. the info necessary to assess the main impacts on human health...;
4. alternative locations (if possible) and design along with a motivation of why a certain 

alternative is chosen, and a description of the impacts without the activity or action 
implemented;

5. a non-technical summary. (ch. 6, §7).

ere are also stated what an EIA should include when undertaken for a plan or program saying 
more or less the same, but with the important addition of impacts on the population. e guidance 
says more or less the same as the stages found in the reports. What it brings added to this is examples 
of methods that can be used. Methods such as using checklists, statistics, literature studies, 
interviews, questionnaires and observations are mentioned.
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4.4 Summarising comparison of the countries’ practices

ere are both similarities and differences between the countries, both in legislation and practice. 
e comparison below is done with the framework of the international practice (see chapter 3.4) as a 
base, starting of with a brief summary of the countries and ending with a comparing comment after 
every section.

4.4.1 Comparison of the conceptual settings

De"nition and purpose of SIA

Finland
SIA is a relatively well established term in Finland, and especially within planning practice. ere is 
no outspoken de$nition of SIA in the legislation. However, EIA and IA are de$ned (including social 
aspects) as assessing to a necessary extent the environmental impacts. e amount of research studies 
on SIA in Finland have taken de$nitions and understandings of SIA from the international practice 
and literature, saying that SIA is the process of identifying the future impacts on people and that it is 
performed in advance the planning phase providing a knowledge base for decision-making. Even 
though some of the understandings are collected from the International principles, the focus is on 
seeing SIA as a tool for decision-making, since the parts of capacity building are left out. e 
formulation of seeing SIA as preceding the planning phase rather than being a part of the planning 
phase also witness of a focus on understanding SIA as an in advance procedure rather than an 
ongoing process. is is also visible in the municipal guidance where SIA is integrated in the 
planning process and ends with the compilation of the plan report, i.e. monitoring and follow-up is 
not seen as part of the process.

Norway
e Norwegian practice of social assessments is imbedded in the impact assessment practice. e 
legislative de$nition of IA is that it shall describe and evaluate the impacts caused by a plan or an 
action on environment and society. In the guidance documentation IA is further described as a basis 
for better decision-making leading to better outcomes. When looking at the IA-reports, they do to a 
large extent use the de$nition, and refers to it, from the legislation. us, SIA per se is not 
commonly de$ned in Norway and is a term seldom used. As the public participation often is limited 
to hearing and publishing of documentation for the public to see, a conclusion of the de$nition can 
be that IA is seen more as a tool for decision-making than a way for capacity building. It does also 
seem as IA is seen as a procedure to evaluate an action before decided upon, and that it ends there. 
Monitoring of impacts occurring before, during and after the implementation is only stressed in one 
of the guidance documents and is non-existing in all the reports. is is also the case of evaluation 
and follow-up of the IA-process itself.

Sweden
In relation to the framework of the international practice (see chapter 3.4), and whether the 
de$nition and purpose of SIA in the Swedish practice is focused on SIA as a tool for decision-making 
and/or capacity building, the outlined de$nitions existing are largely based on the International 
principles of IAIA, in which SIA is described as both a tool for better decisions and capacity 
building. When looking at the practice SIA is seldom a basis of decision-making, since it has been 
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largely neglected in EIA practice. However, it is still undertaken to some extent, and when so the 
public involvement is relatively good, which can be seen as a further proof of seeing the capacity 
building and involvement of people as key in SIA. Whether the de$nitions focuses on SIA as an in 
advance procedure or ongoing process is hard to tell. But again, as the IAIA understanding of SIA is 
used, the choice of de$nition comprises not only the prediction orientation, but also the view of SIA 
as an ongoing process. However, in practice the fact that monitoring and follow-up often is missing 
imply that SIA is used as an in advance procedure rather than an ongoing procedure that extends 
from before, during and after the implementation.

Comparison comment
In Finland and Sweden, there is references to de$nitions provided by literature on the international 
practice, in contrast to the Norwegian practice where there is almost no use of ‘international 
de$nitions’. Since SIA is not used in a regulatory context in Sweden, the view of SIA as a decision-
making tool is not as emphasised as in Norway and Finland. In the case of Norway where public 
participation is not so comprehensive, the view of SIA as a mean for capacity building is almost non-
existing, i.e. SIA is very much seen as a decision-tool in Norway. In Finland there is also an emphasis 
on SIA as a decision-tool, however, some understanding of SIA being a mean for capacity building 
might be present but not outspoken or central. In Sweden it seems that there is more of a balance 
between seeing SIA as a decision tool or a capacity building procedure in relation to the other 
countries.
 Whether SIA is seen as an in advance procedure or an ongoing process in Sweden is a bit 
ambiguous since the de$nition of SIA, and the guidance provided, advocates a view of SIA as an 
ongoing process extended beyond decision-making, while the SIAs in practice seem to stop at being 
an in advance procedure preceding the implementation of the action. If this is the case in Finland is 
hard to say, but the view of SIA as an ongoing process is enhanced by seeing monitoring as a part of 
the process, but at the same time weakened by the strong formulation of SIA as in advance of the 
planning phase. In the Norwegian practice SIA seems to be seen as in advance procedure and that 
monitoring and follow-up is not a central, or even part of the procedure of impact assessment.

e social dimension and impact

Finland
e de$nition of impacts in the legislation is of environmental impacts. However, these are de$ned 
as including social aspects such as: a safe, healthy, pleasant, socially functional living and working 
environment, protection of cultural values, functionality of communities, availability of services, etc. 
us, the social dimension is relatively well formulated in the legislation and can be understood as 
including soft aspects and not just quantitative and biophysical ones. In practice, the social 
dimension is de$ned differently in different cases and areas, showing the difficulty of de$ne what it 
comprises. However, there are some checklists developed from the international practice to $t the 
Finnish context. Whether these checklists are used in practice is not possible to tell from this study 
since the lists were developed after the reports used in this study. However, what can be said is that 
the social dimension comprises more than socio-economic aspects, and that there is an emphasis in 
the Finnish practice on the quality of living environments and people’s well-fare. e way, in 
practice, of deciding the content of the social dimension and de$ning social impacts is difficult to 
outline due to the lack of reports. However, from the case studies several methods including 
quantitative (e.g. statistics, checklists) and qualitative (e.g. observations, participatory techniques) 

57



were stressed. us, the understanding of the social dimension can be seen as extending beyond 
socio-economic and quantitative aspects to softer and more qualitative aspects. From the research 
articles a social impact was de$ned as something directly experienced by people, and with the 
qualitative impacts shown in practice it can be said that the three-step chain is followed to some 
extent.

Norway
e social dimension is well integrated into the practice of IA and legislation. However, what the 
social dimension comprises can be tricky to decide upon. In the legislation a set of aspects are 
outlined to be included in what an environmental impact is: transportation, cultural heritage, 
landscape, population health and its distribution, crime prevention, children and youth and their 
growth, evaluation of competition (to mention some). ere are some further de$nition of the social 
dimension in the guidance documentation where aspects such as the living environment and social 
networks are stressed. Many of these aspects are also assessed in the IAs in practice, i.e. the content of 
the impacts does to a relatively large extent concur with the legislation and guidance documents. e 
way the assessment is undertaken is highly quantitative, since the substantial parts of all the IA-
reports consists of socio-economic calculations. e amount of qualitative assessment was mostly 
limited, and much of the impacts were described as, e.g. how many work places an action might 
bring or what it would mean for the regional production. us, the social dimension in the 
Norwegian practice of social assessments within IA can be seen as rather quantitative and socio-
economic, and in the way the impacts are described it follows to a large extent the two-step chain 
where some of the impacts are directly felt by the people while most of the impacts are more 
quantitative changes as a result of an action.

Sweden
e social dimension within the practice in Sweden is relatively isolated to the small amount of SIAs 
undertaken on a voluntary basis. When looking at the legislation of EIA, the social dimension is 
present when environmental impact is de$ned as an impact on both population and people’s health. 
However, a full assessment of the social aspects is seldom undertaken in EIA practice even though 
they are present in legislation. When social aspects are considered it is often just regarding physical 
aspects, such as physical health. However, the SIAs used in this study implies that the practice of SIA 
considers social aspects beyond the physical dimension. Many of the social impacts assessed in these 
assessments are concerning how people are directly affected by changes, i.e. how they actually 
experience changes (social and physical) in the community. e way in how the social is decided and 
social impacts de$ned seems to be a combination of referring to national and regional goals and 
using statistical and participatory methods, i.e. a combination of quantitative and qualitative 
methods. us, the aspects and impacts assessed are often of a qualitative kind (and not just 
quantitative such as employment rates or income), decided through the view of the three-step causal 
chain (intervention -> change processes -> impacts).

Comparison comment
e social dimension as described in the legislation is rather similar in all countries at $rst glance. 
However, the Norwegian and Finnish legislation goes further in de$ning the social aspects than the 
Swedish legislation, but the main understanding of the environment as including both biophysical 
aspects and social is evident in all three countries. When looking at the practices, the understanding 
of what a social impact is differs between the countries. In the Norwegian IA-practice there is a 
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strong focus on quantitative and measurable aspects, while there in Sweden and Finland is an added 
focus also on qualitative impacts that are felt by the people directly. ese differences becomes visible 
also when looking at how the social is decided, and what techniques that are used. In Norway, much 
emphasis is on using quantitative methods, such as economic calculations, to estimate social impacts, 
while Sweden has a stronger focus, although not exclusive, on participatory methods, such as 
working groups. Finland seems to be a bit stuck in the middle of the two using quantitative 
methods, such as checklists, and some participatory, but mainly hearings. e quantitative focus on 
social impacts in Norway implies that the view of a social impacts is on a rather general quantitative 
level including changes to employment rates, etc. In Sweden and Finland, on the other hand, the 
social impact is described in de$nitions as something that is actually felt by people. is is also 
visible in the actual impacts identi$ed and assessed in practice, especially in Sweden, where emphasis 
are on changes in peoples direct living environment and how they experience these changes. us, 
the Norwegian practice can be seen as seeing impacts according to the two-step causal chain, in 
contrast to $rst and foremost Sweden, but also Finland, where impacts are seen as consequences of 
change process according to the three-step causal chain.

Public participation

Finland
e extent to which public participation is used and integrated into the Finnish practice varies from 
case to case, but there is often some kind of public involvement present. e interview study showed 
that, in general, participation often comes down to public hearings. e requirement to set up a 
participation and assessment plan (PAP) prior to the assessment could mean that participation has a 
central role. However, the PAPs seem to focus more on the scope of the assessment rather than 
advocating a participatory approach. us, the Finnish practice seems to be neither technocratic nor 
involving, but somewhere in the middle, and public involvement includes both consultative and 
more participatory measures, but with an overweight to the consultative.

Norway
e amount of public participation seems to be rather limited in the Norwegian practice. Except the 
hearing and public announcement, the public involvement is relatively limited. In some of the 
reports it is mentioned that the information has been collected through interviews with individuals. 
However, public participation is never outlined or discussed further which gives the impression that 
it is seldom used in an extended way. us, the practice does seem to have a more expert oriented 
proceeding than involving. Also, in the cases where the public are involved (interviews) it seems to be 
in a consultative way rather than a participatory way where the public is involved in decisions and 
design.

Sweden
e use of public participation, even though it differs from case to case, seems to be relatively 
common in Sweden. e public involvement stretches beyond public meetings and hearings, to the 
use of focus groups and individual interviews. us, the proceeding can be understood as more 
involving than expert oriented. e fact that affected people, in some cases, are part of reviewing and 
agreeing on the content of SIAs also implies that the public involvement extends beyond being 
consultative to directly participatory. However, it should be noted that most of the SIAs where the 
public involvement is extended have been on projects within small communities, which of course 
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ease the rate of involvement. e SIAs done for master plans on the other hand did not include any 
substantial public involvement.

Comparison comment
As already been implied in the comparison comments above there are some differences in the use of 
public participation between the countries. In Norway, public participation does not seem to have a 
central role in the IA-practice, while in Sweden, participatory methods are commonly used when the 
context allows. ere are some involvement mentioned incidentally in the reports in Norway, but it 
is not discussed any further. us, the Norwegian practice can be seen as rather expert oriented 
compared to the Swedish’ more involving procedure extending beyond consultation to participation. 
However, it should again be stressed that, as will be discussed below, the SIAs undertaken in Sweden 
are on a voluntary basis, and many of them are undertaken in smaller communities where 
participation is easier. In Finland it usually is some kind of involvement when undertaking SIAs, 
often in a consultative way, but also participatory to some extent. However, there is a requirement in 
all countries on hearing and public display of impact assessments, guaranteeing at least some 
consultative involvement.

4.4.2 Comparison of the institutional settings

When is SIA undertaken?

Finland
SIA is frequently used in Finland mainly as part of two legal requirements on EIA for projects and IA 
for plans. An impact assessment should be undertaken as soon as a plan is supposed to be 
implemented. As stated above this requires that not only biophysical environmental impacts are 
assessed, but also social impacts. e same goes for the requirement of EIAs for projects of signi$cant 
impacts on the environment where the environment is de$ned as including human health, living 
conditions, landscape, cultural heritage, etc. us, SIA is commonly undertaken within a regulatory 
context requiring impact assessments for plans and projects. Further, SIA is commonly part of larger 
EIAs or IAs and undetaken both at project and plan level. Historically it has been undertaken mostly 
on project level, and still are, but during the last decade they have become more common in the 
planning practice as well.

Norway
e common way of undertaken social assessments in Norway is within the broader IA practice. IA 
is required by law when setting up a new plan (regional and local plans addressing future 
development). It is also required for a set of activities which might have signi$cant affect on the 
environment. In other words IA is required not only for activities which might have a signi$cant 
effect on the biophysical environment, but also for almost all plans. is is also seen in the practice 
where IA is, and has been, frequently used including a social dimension, and not just biophysical 
aspects. As stated there is a requirement of IA both for plans and projects, which is also evident in 
the reports of this study since some of them are on a project level and some on plan level.

Sweden
Since the legislation does not require SIA, they are done on a voluntary basis and to a limited extent. 
EIA is required when an action might cause signi$cant impacts on the environment, and the “most 
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social” one of the environmental aspects which are seen as harmful is: usage of land in such a way 
that it negatively affect people’s health or the environment. Except this one the rest are focusing on 
physical environmental aspects, such as noise, vibrations, and other pollutions. us, the potential 
impacts that require EIA is mainly physical, or biophysical, and not particularly social. In Sweden, 
SIAs have mainly been undertaken at project level. e use on a strategic level is almost non-existing, 
except the few made for master plans. In the mining and wind park sectors SIAs at project levels have 
been used, often as a demand from native population especially considering the reindeer 
management and the speci$c traditional life style. Most of the SIAs have been stand-alone 
assessments, and some part of EIAs (although not so common as stressed earlier).

Comparison comment
e biggest difference in when SIAs are undertaken is between Sweden and the other two countries, 
since there is no legal requirement in Sweden, hence SIAs are undertaken on a voluntary basis. ere 
is a requirement to undertake EIAs in Sweden which to some extent includes a social dimension, but 
the requirement is only valid for activities that might have signi$cant effect mainly on the physical 
environment, and the de$nitions of these harmful activities are highly biophysical leaving out social 
aspects. is can be compared to both Norway and Finland where the environment is de$ned more 
in detail when it comes to the social aspects. ere is also a requirement in both countries to 
undertake IAs for plans more in general, also without any signi$cant biophysical harmful activities. 
us, assessments of social impacts are much more common in both Norway and Finland than in 
Sweden, where the practice of assessing social aspects is rather small and limited, set aside by the EIA 
practice. e level in which SIAs are performed is rather similar in the countries where the project 
level is most common. However, as implied by the legislation, there is more common in Norway and 
Finland to undertake impact assessment of social aspects also within the planning practice, and with 
the relatively new legislation and guidance provided in Finland, SIA has become more frequently 
used for plans. us, the Finnish and Norwegian practice of social assessment is much more 
extended than the Swedish.

e practitioner

Finland
Whether the assessment is performed by one single practitioner or a team varies, often depending on 
the size of the intervention. For larger projects and plans it is relatively common to have a team of 
practitioners, often consultants. However, for small plans with smaller resources available SIAs are 
mostly performed by one practitioner, often a planner. us, the expertise differs as well. However, 
consultants which perform SIAs are commonly from a sociological or geographical background, i.e. 
even though the expertise differs it seems that there is not only professionals from a technical 
background undertaking SIAs in Finland. Regarding the education on university, there is a lack of 
courses covering social impacts and social impact assessments. However, the research done on SIA 
witness of some academic legitimacy of the subject in Finland.

Norway
It seems to be common that IAs in Norway are performed by teams of varying sizes. e assessments 
is often performed by consultants with experience of IAs. However, the expertise background of 
practitioners is unclear, but the large amount of quantitative methods used implies that many come 
from a technical or economical background rather than a sociological. It does not seem to be any 
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courses at universities speci$ed on social impact assessments, and there is little (if none) research 
done in Norway considering social impacts and the assessment of those.

Sweden
Whether a SIA is performed by one practitioner or a team varies from case to case, depending on the 
size, scale and resources. Sometimes the SIA is basically made by one practitioner and sometimes it is 
performed by a team with different expertise. Most of the relatively few professionals with 
experiences of undertaking SIAs come from an EIA background, and are often consultants. However, 
the knowledge of SIA does not come from education at university level since it is practically non-
existent, as well as published research on SIA.

Comparison comment
Whether social assessments are undertaken in teams or by single practitioners varies in much the 
same way in the countries, depending on the level and scale of the activity and the resources 
available. e practitioners in Sweden and Norway are commonly consultants with mainly a 
technical background. However, in Finland it is relatively common that the practitioner(s) are from 
either a sociological or geographical background. What seems to be missing in all countries is the 
subject of social impact assessments in education. At universities it seems that there are no courses in 
SIA or social assessment in any of the countries. In the few cases where social assessments is 
mentioned it is within EIA or wider IA courses. However, there have been some research works done 
in Finland over the years, discussing what SIA is and how it can be used in the Finnish context. In 
Sweden and Norway, on the contrary, there has been practically no research done on the subject.

Connection to literature
 
Finland
Sometimes there are connections, in practice, both to speci$c subject literature or studies and to 
literature and articles covering the international practice. However, it differs from case to case as 
shown by the case studies, where some SIAs used a substantial amount of references while other were 
less frequent to refer to other sources. However, the research documentation frequently used several 
international sources covering the practice and understanding of SIA as a concept.

Norway
It does not seem as there are any outlined references to sources covering SIA or IA per se. When the 
process of IA is referred to in the reports, it is to national guidance sources which in turn have little 
references to international practice. However, it is relatively common to use information from 
sources (such as studies and other IAs) concerning speci$c subjects important for the assessment. 
ere is also references to the legislation and guidance provided at national level.

Sweden
When de$ning SIA it has already been stated that it is not uncommon to refer to literature and 
articles constituting the international practice of SIA. Most of the reports in this study used these 
kinds of references, as well as the guidance. ere is also some use of other scienti$c sources covering 
different subjects important for the assessment. However, the extent to which literature and studies 
are referred to varies from more to less, much depending on the practitioner(s)’ experiences and way 
of working.
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Comparison comment
Regarding referencing to the international practice, it is done in both Finland and Sweden, but not 
in Norway. e Swedish guidance and reports in this study all had some referencing to articles and 
studies concerning the international practice, which was also the case in Finland. In Norway, on the 
contrary, the references made to other practice documents were done within the countries guidance 
documentation (or other IA-reports), and practically no references were made with other literature 
covering the international practice. In all the countries there were some referencing to other sources 
more focused on the speci$c subject assessed, such as housing studies. However, this was done to a 
different extent depending on the resources (time and money) as well as on the practitioner.

4.4.3 Comparison of the SIA processes

e stages of the process

Finland
In this study, it has not been possible to draw any explicit conclusions on the process and its stages 
from the practice. However, the research documentation along with some guidance documents 
shows some ways of schematically present the SIA process. Since these to a large extent are based on 
the international practice, the content of the four phases from the framework are covered. However, 
there is guidance showing how SIA has been integrated into planning practice which outlines the 
following stages: collection of initial data and need for assessment; drafting of PAP; initial meeting 
and negotiation with officials; impact assessment and taking the results into account in planning; 
impact assessments taken further; alleviation of harmful impacts; and compilation of plan report. 
What is evident here is that the identi$cation of stakeholders is not explicitly outlined, different 
alternatives are not considered, and that neither monitoring nor follow-up is stressed.

Norway
e practice of IA seems to often follow the proceedings from the legislation and recommendations 
from the guidance. e stage of identi$cation of stakeholders is covered by an identi$cation of the 
affected areas. However, whether this includes an identi$cation of the affected people is uncertain. A 
description of the content and objective is required by law and also present in practice. e baseline 
pro$le is commonly very comprehensive along with the estimation of impacts, where a numerous 
amount of tables and $gures are used. A consideration of different alternatives seem to be standard in 
the practice since all the reports in this study assessed the impacts for several impacts (commonly 
three or four). However, mitigation measures were difficult to $nd, and do not seem to be common 
in the practice along with monitoring and follow-up. Monitoring and evaluation of the process was 
brie%y mentioned in one of the guidance documents, but non-existent in all the reports.

Sweden
e process followed in the SIAs in this study concur to a large extent in the stages, and when 
looking at the content of the four phases in the framework, many of the stages in the practice also 
concur with these. Phase 1 seems to be complete where the four parts are present: identi$cation of 
stakeholders, a description of the action, identi$cation of key issues and community pro$le. From 
phase 2 the detailed identi$cation and estimation of impacts are obviously concurring with the 
practice. However, the consideration of alternatives is not given much room in the reports. One 
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partly explanation of this is that some of the reports were done for rather $xed circumstances of 
especially location (however, there are other aspects which can be alternated other than location). 
Mitigation measures are mentioned in all reports, and also given consideration in the guidance. Also 
the importance of monitoring and follow up is stressed in the guidance. However, these two stages 
were missing in all the reports except one.

Comparison comment
It is difficult to draw any speci$c conclusions on the processes in the countries, however, some 
similarities and differences seems to be possible to pick out. e content of the $rst phase does seem 
to concur to a large extent between the countries. e $rst part of identifying the stakeholders seems 
to be a common procedure in all countries, with some uncertainty regarding the Norwegian practice 
were it is called identi$cation of the affect area, and Finland where the small documentation of the 
practice does not explicitly outline this step (however, the guidance and research reports in Finland 
stresses this part). e description of the action is, perhaps obviously, present in the three countries. 
However, the procedure to identify the key social issues and conducting the community pro$le 
differs to some extent, i.e. the extent to which the information is comprising quantitative data or 
qualitative data (collected from the affected people). is goes also for the detailed identi$cation and 
estimation of the potential impacts in the second phase. However, the consideration of alternatives 
differs where the consideration of alternatives seems to be a standard in the Norwegian practice, 
while the SIA-reports from Sweden did not have any particular consideration other than a 0-
alternative. From the Finnish practice it is hard to draw any conclusions on the consideration of 
alternatives, even tough it can be seen as missing to some extent concerning the guidance showing 
the integration of SIA into planning practice. Regarding mitigation measures they are sometimes 
included in the assessments in the countries, but far from being standard or a common stage in the 
process. Finally the monitoring and follow-up seems to be largely neglected in the practices of all 
three countries. Even though it is stressed in guidance and de$nitions of the impact assessment, it 
seems to be missing out in the actual IAs and SIAs, i.e. in practice.

64



5 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

5.1 Concluding summary

e case study has shown that there are both differences and similarities between the countries’ 
practices. Even though the range of material used has been relatively limited, some features of the 
practices have emerged throughout most of the material analysed. us, some conclusions can be 
drawn to answer the aim of the report, which was: to describe and compare the practices of 
assessment of social impacts, caused by any planned intervention, in Finland, Norway and Sweden, 
and whether the practice of social impact assessment (SIA) is used, and if so, in what way. 

First, the practices in the countries are rather different in size and extent. In Finland social impacts 
are assessed to a relatively large extent within IAs, EIAs and stand alone SIAs. e same is pass for 
Norway where social assessment has been part of IA basically since the introduction of IA (or EIA) 
into the country. However, there is no outspoken SIAs undertaken, but the social assessment is 
included as a part in the general IA. In Sweden the practice of assessing social impacts are rather 
limited compared to the other countries. e impact assessment practice is dominated in Sweden by 
EIAs which often do not include social assessments to any larger extent, and the SIAs that have been 
undertaken are not that numerous.
 Second, the practices that seem to follow the international theory and practice the most are the 
ones of Finland and Sweden. In these practices there are often references to international theory and 
practice of SIA. In Norway, on the other hand, its IA practice is based largely on domestic guidance 
and legislation, which in turn is not based on international theory and practice to any larger extent. 
It is also worth mentioning that Finland is the only country of the three where scienti$c studies 
about SIA have been published, all referring to international theory and practice. However, there is 
very little, if not to say no, education at university level, or other levels, on SIA in all three countries.
 ird, the de$nition of the social dimension, and a social impact, and what it comprises differs 
between the countries. In Norway, the social impacts assessed in the IAs are often more quantitative 
than qualitative. Many of the social aspects, such as changes in employment and tourism, are 
estimated in what economic gains or losses the planned intervention might cause concerning these 
aspects. In Finland and Sweden, the social seems to be de$ned as more qualitative than in Norway. It 
is more focus on social aspects such as living environment, and how changes in it will be felt by 
people in Finland and Sweden.
 Fourth, the use of, and understanding of, public participation seems to differ to some extent 
between the countries. It seems that public participation is used more in Sweden and Finland than in 
Norway, where Sweden is the country with the most participatory approach. However, one possible 
explanation to this is that the Swedish practice is smaller to extent than the other countries, and 
when SIAs have been performed in Sweden they have often been done for planned projects in 
smaller communities, which makes a participatory approach easier. In Finland there are often some 
kind of public involvement, which varies between participatory and more consultative with an 
overweight on consultative.
 Fifth, there is the fact of to which extent social assessments are done within a regulatory context or 
more on a voluntary basis. In Finland and Norway, social assessments are commonly done as a part 
of a, according to legislation, required IA, while social assessments in Sweden are undertaken more 
on a voluntary basis. ere is no outspoken requirement for SIA per se in any of the countries. 
However, assessment of social impacts are described as part of IA and EIA in all the three countries’ 
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legislation, although rather vague (especially in Swedish legislation). What seems to be the difference 
though, is that there is a requirement on undertaking IA for all plans in Finland and Norway, while 
the requirement in Sweden only goes for plans and activities which might be harmful for the 
environment, where the environment is de$ned in more biophysical terms. us, the legislation in 
Finland and Norway is more clear when it comes to the social dimension and assessment within IA 
practice.
 Sixth, who undertakes social assessments concerning expertise and numbers of practitioners seems 
to be rather similar in the countries. In other words, the expertise and amount of practitioners (that 
is in team or single practitioner) depends much on the activity and what level and scale it is. ere 
are cases in all countries where social assessments are done in teams (often larger projects), and there 
are cases where they are done by a single practitioner. It seems to be rather common that 
practitioners who undertake social assessments, particularly in Norway and Sweden, come from a 
technical background, while there are some practitioners in Finland which come from a sociological 
background.
 Finally, regarding the actual process, and its stages, of SIA and social assessment, it is difficult to 
draw any explicit conclusions. What can be said though, is that SIA seems to be an ex ante procedure 
in practice in all three countries. e fourth phase of the process, as outlined in the literature review, 
including monitoring and follow-up seems to often be missing in SIAs and IAs in parctice. Since 
these are essential parts of SIA according to international theory and practice, this conclusion raises 
some rather alarming questions (more on this in the discussion below).

5.2 Discussion

e results found in this study give a relatively good description of the situation, even though they 
are more general than detailed, and rather give a picture of the situation than the truth. us, the 
aim of the report can be seen as ful$lled. What this study has shown is a general description of the 
practices, which can be used either in future research or directly in the present SIA practices. Below I 
will take some of the conclusions from the study one step further and use my own thoughts and 
ideas, based on the knowledge I have acquired during my work with this thesis, and discuss the 
results further. I will also in the end include some opinions from the interviewees regarding the 
question of SIA’s future in Finland, Norway and Finland, and what is needed to strengthen its 
position.

To start with it seems that how the legislation is formulated has had an effect on the practices. e 
fact that IA is a requirement for all plans in Finland and Norway seems to have given more awareness 
also to the social assessment, and not just the biophysical. In Sweden, on the other hand, where IAs 
are required only when an action or plan might be harmful for the biophysical environment, the 
awareness of social assessments is more limited. However, if one was to follow the legislation strictly, 
there should be an assessment of the social aspects also in the IAs (or EIAs) in Sweden, but since the 
focus in legislation lean so strongly towards the biophysical aspects, the social aspects seems to be 
neglected. Even though there are relatively more awareness of social assessment within IA practice in 
Finland and Norway, it still seems to be a focus on biophysical aspects in these countries as well, 
although not as signi$cant, and when social aspects, especially in Norway, are assessed there is a 
rather quantitative focus. us, it can be said that the legislative requirement in Finland and Norway 
brings a more numerous amount of social assessments than in Sweden, even though there is a 
biophysical focus in these countries as well.
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In the legislation in all three countries the social dimension is de$ned in very general ways. It can be 
understandable that there are difficulties in de$ning social aspects in detail due to its complexity. 
However, when looking at international theory and practice there are several descriptions of what the 
social dimension should comprise and what a social impact is (e.g. see Appendix 1 and 2). As 
implied above, the social impacts assessed in Finland and Sweden seems to be more qualitative than 
in Norway, i.e. social impacts which are really felt by people are assessed to a larger extent in these 
two countries. One possible explanation to this could be the fact that it is more common within 
Finnish and Swedish practices to refer to and use formulations from the international theory and 
practice, in which the social is de$ned more thoroughly than in the countries’ legislation.

However, even though international theory is referred to, one essential part of SIA seems to be 
missing, not only in Norway, but in Finland and Sweden as well. e fourth phase of the SIA process 
as described in this report, and parts of the third phase, outlines monitoring of impacts and follow-
up by the process. According to international theory and practice, these two steps of the process are 
central in SIA. Monitoring is crucial to see what impacts that actually occurs, and to what extent (or 
magnitude) these impacts occur. Follow-up of the process is important to evaluate the very procedure 
of undertaking SIA in order to make a better SIA next time. Monitoring, if well documented, gives 
an information basis which can be used in future SIAs when using a comparative approach, as 
stressed in chapter 3. e follow-up can be important to strengthen the very practice of undertaking 
SIAs per se. A well documented follow-up which stresses what was good and what could be done 
better can be a valuable asset when undertaking future SIAs. If monitoring and follow-up were done 
more often it could also be shared between the countries, and to the international practice as well, 
giving examples to refer to. However, when time and money are scarce, which often seem to be the 
case, it is not so strange that these two parts are cut off from the process since they are not part of the 
‘estimation of future impacts’.

e future of SIA in the three countries is rather uncertain, as also was stressed by some of the 
interviewees. However, questions regarding the social dimension, such as integration, have been 
raised more recently, giving some incentives to further promote SIA as one way of coping with social 
issues and aspects.
 What was stated from the interviewees from Finland was that the future of SIA should include 
and give more focus to public participation, to involve people early in the process so that there 
involvement can lead to actual in%uence. Another aspect lifted was that, even though there are 
guidance in Finland on how to undertake SIA, it could be useful to have more guidelines on the 
different themes and sectors where SIAs are undertaken, since the context can very. It was also stated 
that education in SIA would be an important factor for further development, something that can be 
said for all the three countries since there are no education to talk about.
 From the interviewees in Norway further guidance was also called for, partly to avoid an ad hoc 
undertaking of social assessments, which was argued to more or less be the case today, and partly to 
provide clearer instructions and methods for assessing more complex social issues, such as people’s 
well-being. As was found in this study there are well described methods on how to assess quantitative 
data, however, what this call for further guidance show, there is a lack of techniques on how to assess 
more qualitative and complex aspects.
 One of the thoughts from the interviewees from Sweden was that the legislation could, and 
should, be read so that SIAs are undertaken on a more regular basis. However, there is no clear owner 
of the question and thus SIA seems to fall ‘through the cracks’. It was also stressed, however, that a 
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$rst step could be to demand that projects and plans are preceded by a demographic pro$le, i.e. the 
people and social groups affected by an intervention is identi$ed, especially with a focus on 
vulnerable groups. us, the question of resilience and who gets affected in what way should be an 
essential part of SIA in the future. It was also stated that it is important to continue to undertake 
SIAs and inform people of the procedure so that more will be aware of its existence and hence start 
to demand it to be used. An example of this is the National Union for Sámi in Sweden, which has 
informed there members in SIA and is now putting pressure on companies that want to establish in 
their region to undertake SIAs.

Some $nal words on the way then. With the complexity of the social dimension of the environment 
there would be a need for somewhat standardised procedure to cope with such aspects. SIA provides 
this, and has a long history in academic literature which has re$ned the procedure, and still are. If 
time and money are committed to undertake SIA there are relatively substantial amount of literature 
and articles on the subject. However, there is a lack of examples and cases to study and compare to 
when undertaking SIAs, and with the missing monitoring and follow-up in the practices in Finland, 
Norway and Sweden, comprehensive follow-up could be a $rst step to strengthen the procedures and 
learn from each other. It would also be helpful to use every opportunity to inform on how social 
impacts can be assessed, both within and outside the impact assessment practice. 
 Concerning future studies it would be interesting and valuable to look on the efficiency of the SIA 
procedures, what the actual results of undertaking SIA shows. A question that could be studied are 
e.g.: what are the bene$ts/drawbacks of undertaking SIA? If SIA is to be strengthen the bene$ts of its 
use would be valuable for future argumentation. On the other hand, the drawbacks of undertaking 
SIA could also be used in a creative way, trying to answer why the SIA procedure has not been 
bene$cial. Since this study was relatively limited in the collection and use of data, it could also be 
relevant to do a more thorough study on the practices and more in detail look at the very processes 
of social assessments. is would be especially interesting and needed since the lack of follow-up 
leaves a gap of documentation on the actual processes.

For further reading on the subject of SIA I recommend the following key citations series provided by 
the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA): http://www.iaia.org/publicdocuments/
Activity_Resources/Key_Citations/Key%20Citations_SIA%2009%20Oct.pdf 

Again I would like to send my sincere greetings to my external and internal mentors, my 
interviewees and other supportive people in my presence.
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APPENDIX 1

Social impact assessment variables as presented in the US principles and guidelines (2004, p. 243):

Population change
1. Population size, density and change.
2. Ethnic and racial comp. and distribution.
3. Relocating people.
4. In%ux and out%ows of temporaries.
5. Presence of seasonal residents.

Community and institutional structures
6. Voluntary associations.
7. Interest group activity.
8. Size and structure of local government.
9. Historical experience with change.
10. Employment/income characteristics.
11. Employment equity of disadvantage groups.
12. Local/regional/national linkages.
13. Industrial/commercial diversity.
14. Presence of planning and zoning.

Political and social resources
15. Distribution of power and authority.
16. Con%ict newcomers and old-timers.
17. Identi$cation of stakeholders.
18. Interested and affected parties.
19. Leadership capability and characteristics.
20. Interorganizational cooperation.

Community and family changes
21. Perceptions of risk, health and safety.
22. Displacement/relocation concerns.
23. Trust in political and social institutions.
24. Residential stability.
25. Density of acquaintanceships.
26. Attitudes toward proposed action.
27. Family and friendship networks.
28. Concerns about social well-being.

Community resources
29. Change in community infrastructure.
30. Indigenous populations.
31. Changing land use patterns.
32. Effects on cultural, historical, sacred and archaeological resources.
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APPENDIX 2

Indicative social impacts as outlined in Vanclay (2002, p. 201-207)

Indicative health and social well-being impacts
1. Death of self or a family member – personal loss.
2. Death in the community – loss of human and social capital.
3. Nutrition – adequacy, security and quality of individual and household food supply.
4. Actual health and fertility (ability to conceive) of family members.
5. Perceived health and fertility.
6. Mental health and subjective well-being – feelings of stress, anxiety, apathy, depression, nostalgic melancholy, 

changed self image, general self esteem (psycho-social factors).
7. Changed aspirations for the future for self and children.
8. Autonomy – changes in an individual’s independence or self-reliance.
9. Experience of stigmatisation or deviance labelling – the feeling of being ‘different’ or of being excluded or 

socially marginalised.
10. Uncertainty – being unsure about the effects or meaning of a planned intervention.
11. Feelings (positive or negative) in relation to the planned intervention – which may result in formation of 

interest groups.
12. Annoyance – a feeling/experience such as doe to disruption to life, but which is not necessarily directed at the 

intervention itself.
13. Dissatisfaction (betrayal) due to failure of a planned intervention to deliver promised bene$ts.
14. Experience of moral outrage – such as when a planned intervention leads to violation of deeply held moral or 

religious beliefs.

Indicative quality of the living environment (liveability) impacts
15. Perceived quality of the living environment (i.e. work and home environment or neighbourhood) – in terms of 

exposure to dust, noise, risk, odour, vibration, blasting, arti$cial light, safety, crowding, presence of strangers, 
commuting time, etc.

16. Actual quality of the living environment.
17. Disruption to daily living practices (which may or may not cause annoyance).
18. Leisure and recreation opportunities and facilities.
19. Aesthetic quality – visual impacts, outlook, vistas, shadowing, etc.
20. Environmental amenity value – the non-market, non-consumptive aesthetic and moral value ascribed to a 

location or experience.
21. Perception of the physical quality of housing.
22. Actual physical quality of housing.
23. Perception of the social quality of housing (homeliness) – the degree to which inhabitants feel that their house 

is their ‘home’.
24. Availability of housing facilities.
25. Adequacy of physical infrastructure – impact on the existing infrastructure of the community (water supply, 

sewage, land, roads, etc.).
26. Adequacy of social infrastructure – change in the demands for and supply of basic social services and facilities, 

such as education, police, libraries, welfare services, etc.
27. Perception of personal safety and fear of crime.
28. Actual personal safety and hazard exposure.
29. Actual crime and violence.

Indicative economic impacts and material well-being impacts
30. Workload – amount of work necessary in order to survive and/or live reasonably.
31. Standard of living, level of affluence – a composite measure of material well-being referring to how well off a 

household or individual is in terms of their ability to obtain goods and services. It is also related to the cost of 
living, and is affected by changes in local prices etc.
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32. Access to public goods and services.
33. Access to government and/or other social services.
34. Economic prosperity and resilience – the level of economic affluence of a community and the extent of diversity 

of economic opportunities.
35. Income – both cash and inkind income.
36. Property values.
37. Occupational status/prestige and type of employment.
38. Level of unemployment in the community – underutilisation of human capital.
39. Loss of employment options.
40. Replacement costs of environmental functions – the cost of replacing a product or service that was formerly 

provided by the environment, such as clean water, $rewood, %ood protection, etc.
41. Economic dependency of vulnerability – the extent to which an individual or household (or higher entity) has 

control over economic activities, the degree of incorporation into larger production systems.
42. Disruption of local economy – the disappearance of local economic systems and structures.
43. Burden of national debt – such as the intergenerational transfer of debt.

Indicative cultural impacts
44. Change in cultural values – such as moral rules, beliefs, ritual systems, language, and dress.
45. Cultural affrontage – violation of sacred sites, breaking taboos and other cultural mores.
46. Cultural integrity – the degree to which local culture such as traditions, rites, etc. are respected and likely to 

persist.
47. Experience of being culturally marginalised – the structural exclusion of certain groups because of their cultural 

characteristics, thus creating a feeling of being a second class citizen.
48. Profanisation of culture – the commercial exploitation or commodi$cation of cultural heritage (such as 

traditional handicrafts, artefacts) and the associated loss of meaning.
49. Loss of local language or dialect.
50. Loss of natural and cultural heritage – damage to or destruction of cultural, historical, archaeological or natural 

resources, including burial grounds, historic sites, and places of religious, cultural and aesthetic value.

Indicative family and community impacts
51. Alterations in family structure – such as family stability, divorce, number of children at home, presence of 

extended families.
52. Changes to sexual relations.
53. Obligations to living elders.
54. Obligations to ancestors.
55. Family violence – physical or verbal abuse.
56. Disruption of social networks – impacts on the social interaction of household members with other people in 

the community.
57. Changed demographic structure of the community.
58. Community identi$cation and connection – sense of belonging, attachment to place.
59. Perceived and actual community cohesion.
60. Social differentiation and inequity – creation of perceived or actual differences between various groups in a 

community or differentiation in level of access to certain resources.
61. Social tension and violence – con%ict or serious divisions within the community.

Indicative institutional, legal, political and equity impacts
62. Workload and viability of government or formal agencies – capacity of the formal institutions to handle 

additional workload generated by a planned intervention.
63. Workload and viability of non-government agencies and informal agencies including community organisations.
64. Integrity of government and government agencies – absence of corruption, competence in which they perform 

their tasks.
65. Loss of tenure, or legal rights.
66. Loss of subsidiarity – a violation of the principle that decisions should be taken as close to the people as 

possible.
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67. Violation of human rights – any abuse of the human rights, arrest, imprisonment, torture, intimidation, 
harassment etc., actual or fear or censorship and loss of free speech.

68. Participation in decision making.
69. Access to legal procedures and to legal advice.
70. Impact equity – notions about fairness in the distribution of impacts across the community.

Indicative gender relations impacts
71. Women’s physical integrity – refers to the right of women to be able to make informed decisions about their 

own body, health and sexual activity, having control over fertility and childbearing and child-rearing practices, 
and having the resources to implement those decisions safely and effectively, and to be free from coercion, 
violence and discrimination in the exercise of those decisions.

72. Personal autonomy of women – the level of independence, self-reliance and self-respect in physical, economic, 
political and socio-cultural aspects.

73. Gendered division of production-oriented labour – refers to the unequal distribution of workload between men 
and women in relation to production, in terms of cash cropping, subsistence food production, wage-labour and 
other household (cash) income strategies.

74. Gendered division of household labour – refers to the gendered and uneven distribution of workload in relation 
to the maintenance of the household, that is fetching water and fuel, preparing food, washing, cleaning and 
decorating the house.

75. Gendered division of reproductive labour – refers to the gendered and uneven distribution of workload in 
relation to the care and maintenance of household members, that is the personal burden of childbearing and 
childrearing.

76. Gender-based control over, and access to, resources and services – including land, water, capital, equipment, 
knowledge, skills, employment opportunities and income, and services such as health facilities, education and 
agricultural extension services.

77. Equity of educational achievement between girls and boys.
78. Political emancipation of women – women’s in%uence on decision making at household, community and 

society levels.
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APPENDIX 3

Interview questions

How, and when, did you $rst come in contact with SIA?
How many SIAs have you been a part of?

What is the aim of undertaking SIA in your country’s practice?
What is included in the ‘social’ in your country’s practice, and what would you say is a social impact?
How is the social decided?
What is the role of public participation?

When is SIA undertaken?
What is the regulatory context?
Who is the performer, both regarding the number of practitioners and expertise?
Are there any connections to theory and literature in your country’s practice?

What problems do you see with the SIA practice in your country?
How does the future of SIA look, and what is needed to strengthen its position?
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