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My objective & context

• A first generation Dutch-Australian who 
has recently ‘returned’ to The Netherlands.

• To introduce you to the concept of social 
impact assessment and outline how it could 
be used to understand the social impacts of 
future landscape change.



Some 80,000 people live on the 
Wadden islands in Denmark , 
Germany and The Netherlands –  
many more live within the 
‘Wadden Region’.



 It is a place people call home,



 a place on which their livelihoods depend,



and a place about which they 
have a strong sense of 
cultural identity and history.

Paesens/Moddergat
6 March 1883
83 lives lost at sea



It is also a place of 
much tourism.



It is also rich in biodiversity, which is a HUMAN 
concern and means many interested parties.



It is therefore a place 
that has many 
stakeholders who will 
have strong views 
about change.



SIA in brief
Social impact assessment is the 
process of managing the social issues 
associated with development 
(landscape change).

SIA is impact assessment 
that focuses specifically on
the social considerations, 
rather than on biophysical 
(environmental) issues. 



SIA has an effect through:

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

• working with the proponent (inc policy makers & 
planners) to improve projects/policies through 
improved (re)design, site selection, design & 
implementation of mitigation measures and 
monitoring programs etc;

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



SIA benefits
• Communities: more say in decisions, they become 

revitalised, social capital is built, harmful impacts 
are avoided, and benefits are maximised;

• Private sector: improved relations with local 
communities, workforces, and important 
stakeholders; costly mistakes avoided, risk of 
future compensation payouts reduced; improved 
siting decisions;

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



SIA is well established 
around the world

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

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

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

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



Codifying SIA

International 
Association for 

Impact 
Assessment

www.iaia.org



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

Its primary purpose is to bring about a more sustainable 
and equitable bio-physical and human environment.



SIA is more than a technique or step, 
it is philosophy about development and 
democracy. Ideally SIA considers: 
• pathologies of development (i.e. harmful impacts), 
• goals of development (clarifying what is appropriate 

development, improving quality of life, ensuring 
social benefits are obtained), and 

• processes of development (e.g. participation, 
building social capital).

ALL IN THE CONTEXT OF 
ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT

More than prediction





Impacts depend on the 
interactions between the:

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

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

• Impacts are not stable
• Impacts differentially affect people



Dimensions of impact

certainty - the likelihood or probability of 
occurrence of impact

frequency - how often the impact will occur
severity - the magnitude and/or strength of 

impact
chronicity - over what time period
locality - area of impact
susceptibility and vulnerability - how 

susceptible is the community/environment to 
impact

mitigatability - the potential of the impact to 
be mitigated

interactability - symbiotic and/or catalytic 
potential with other impacts and cumulative 
potential



SIA is an umbrella
• aesthetic impacts (landscape analysis)
• archaeological and heritage impacts
• community impacts, cultural impacts, linguistic impacts
• demographic impacts
• economic, fiscal, institutional and infrastructure impacts
• gender issues
• health and psychological impacts
• indigenous rights
• political impacts (human rights, democratisation etc)
• poverty assessment
• resource issues (access and ownership of resources)
• and all other impacts on societies and individuals



How to conceptualise impacts
(Armour 1990)

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

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

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

(nice, but not enough)



How to conceptualise impacts (2)
(Vanclay 1999)

Also needs to include
• their political systems – extent of participation in decisions affecting 

their lives, the level of democratisation, and the resources provided;
• their environment – air & water quality; food quality & availability; 

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

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

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

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



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



Usually, the biggest social impact 
is the fear and anxiety 
associated with the project.



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



Almost all projects 
almost always cause 
almost all impacts.

More important than predicting impacts 
(and having checklists) is having ongoing 
monitoring and adaptive management.



A major impact of 
many projects is 
the foregone 
benefits that could 
have been obtained.

Another impact is 
the failure of 
projects to deliver 
on promised 
benefits



Frank.Vanclay@rug.nl  
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