Social Impact Assessment

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. Its primary purpose is to bring about
a more sustainable and equitable biophysical and human environment.

The important features of this definition are that:

1. The goal of impact assessment is to bring about a more ecologically, socio-
culturally and economically sustainable and equitable environment. Impact
assessment, therefore, promotes community development and empowerment,
builds capacity, and develops social capital (social networks and trust).

2. The focus of concern of SIA is a proactive stance to development and better
development outcomes, not just the identification or amelioration of negative or
unintended outcomes. Assisting communities and other stakeholders to identify
development goals, and ensuring that positive outcomes are maximised, can
be more important than minimising harm from negative impacts.

3. The methodology of SIA can be applied to a wide range of planned
interventions, and can be undertaken on behalf of a wide range of actors, and
not just within a regulatory framework.

4. SIA contributes to the process of adaptive management of policies, programs,
plans and projects, and therefore needs to inform the design and operation of
the planned intervention.

5. SIA builds on local knowledge and utilises participatory processes to analyse
the concerns of interested and affected parties. It involves stakeholders in the
assessment of social impacts, the analysis of alternatives, and monitoring of
the planned intervention.

6. The good practice of SIA accepts that social, economic and biophysical impacts
are inherently and inextricably interconnected. Change in any of these domains
will lead to changes in the other domains. SIA must, therefore, develop an
understanding of the impact pathways that are created when change in one
domain triggers impacts across other domains, as well as the iterative or flow-
on consequences within each domain. In other words, there must be
consideration of the second and higher order impacts and of cumulative
impacts.

7. In order for the discipline of SIA to learn and grow, there must be analysis of
the impacts that occurred as a result of past activities. SIA must be reflexive
and evaluative of its theoretical bases and of its practice.

8. While SIA is typically applied to planned interventions, the techniques of SIA
can also be used to consider the social impacts that derive from other types of
events, such as disasters, demographic change and epidemics.

SIA is best understood as an umbrella or overarching framework that embodies the
evaluation of all impacts on humans and on all the ways in which people and
communities interact with their socio-cultural, economic and biophysical surroundings.
SIA thus has strong links with a wide range of specialist sub-fields involved in the
assessment of areas such as: aesthetic impacts (landscape analysis); archaeological



and cultural heritage impacts (both tangible and non-tangible); community impacts;
cultural impacts; demographic impacts; development impacts; economic and fiscal
impacts; gender impacts; health and mental health impacts; impacts on indigenous
rights; infrastructural impacts, institutional impacts; leisure and tourism impacts;
political impacts (human rights, governance, democratisation etc); poverty;
psychological impacts; resource issues (access and ownership of resources); impacts
on social and human capital; and other impacts on societies. As such, comprehensive
SIA cannot normally be undertaken by a single person, but requires a team approach.

A convenient way of conceptualising social impacts is as changes to one or more of
the following:

e people’s way of life — that is, how they live, work, play and interact with one
another on a day-to-day basis;

« their culture — that is, their shared beliefs, customs, values and language or
dialect;

« their community — its cohesion, stability, character, services and facilities;

« their political systems — the extent to which people are able to participate in
decisions that affect their lives, the level of democratisation that is taking place,
and the resources provided for this purpose;

« their environment — the quality of the air and water people use; the availability
and quality of the food they eat; the level of hazard or risk, dust and noise they
are exposed to; the adequacy of sanitation, their physical safety, and their
access to and control over resources;

« their health and wellbeing — health is a state of complete physical, mental, social
and spiritual wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity;

o their personal and property rights — particularly whether people are
economically affected, or experience personal disadvantage which may include
a violation of their civil liberties;

« their fears and aspirations — their perceptions about their safety, their fears
about the future of their community, and their aspirations for their future and the
future of their children.



