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Topic 13—Social Impact Assessment 
 

Objectives 

To develop an understanding of: 
• the role and scope of Social Impact Assessment (SIA) in 

relation to the EIA process; 
• the types of social impacts that can result from development 

proposals; and 
• the principles, procedure and methods that are used to assess 

and mitigate social impacts. 
 

Relevance 

For certain projects, impacts on people can be by far the most 
important consideration. Adverse social impacts can reduce the 
intended benefits of a proposal, and can threaten its viability if they 
are severe enough. In such cases, a social impact assessment (SIA) is 
carried out as part of the EIA process, or sometimes as a parallel or 
separate review. This approach is used to analyse the impacts of a 
proposal on individuals and communities, and to mitigate the 
adverse effects and enhance the positive effects. It also provides a 
framework to manage social change. 

 

Timing 

Two hours (not including training activity) 

 

Important note to trainers 
 
You should design your presentation with the needs 
and background of participants in mind, and 
concentrate on 
 those sect ions most relevant to your audience. The 
session presentation timings are indicative only. 
 
Time taken for the training activities can vary 
enormously depending on the depth of treatment, the 
existing skills and knowledge of participants and the 



462 EIA Training Resource Manual u Second edition 2002 

Training session outline 

þþ  Information checklist 

Obtain or develop the following, as appropriate: 

o examples of locally relevant SIA procedure and methods, and 

examples of how they have been used;  

o examples of any EIA reports which include reference to social 

impacts or stand alone SIA reports; 

o examples of local studies or research on social change, 

processes and impacts of development, either generally or in 

relation to particular groups or communities; 

o estimate of the resources (time, money and expertise) 

necessary to undertake an SIA of a major proposal, locally; 

o contact names and telephone numbers of people, agencies, 

organisations and environmental information/data centres 

able to provide assistance in relation to social impacts and 

their assessment; and 

o other resources that may be available such as videos, journal 

articles, computer programmes, lists of speakers, and case 

studies.  
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Session outline 
 

Welcome participants to the session by introducing yourself and 
getting them to introduce themselves. Outline the overall coverage of 
the session, its objectives, and why they are important.  

This topic provides an introduction to Social Impact Assessment (SIA) and 
describes the concepts, approaches and methods that are used. It provides 
basic guidance on why and how SIA is carried out as an integral part of the EIA 
process. Reference is made also to the more comprehensive forms of SIA. Full 
coverage of SIA would require a training manual of its own. 

Briefly outline the role and purpose of SIA in relation to the EIA 
process. Note that social impacts may also require a comprehensive 
study, parallel to, but separate from, an EIA.  

There is no widely agreed definition of SIA. Put simply, it focuses on the 
impact of development proposals on people. EIA legislation and procedures 
provide a framework for this purpose; for example, the term environment is 
defined broadly to include ‘social’, ‘cultural’, and other human dimensions. 
In this context, the aim of SIA is to identify the human consequences of a 
proposed action, giving particular attention to the mitigation of adverse or 
unintended aspects. This approach follows approximately the steps of the EIA 
process.  

Under EIA mandates, the scope of SIA differs from country to country, 
depending on the institutional arrangements that are in place. The 
consideration of social impacts is triggered by and, in some cases limited to, 
environmentally related changes. These can be particularly important in 
developing countries where large numbers of people are dependent on the 
resource base for their subsistence and livelihood. In other cases, once an EIA 
is required for a proposal, major effects on the human environment can be 
considered in their own right. These can include potential changes to 
population, lifestyle, cultural traditions, community dynamics, and quality of 
life and well being. 

A more comprehensive SIA may be carried out separately from the EIA 
process. For example, this division is institutionalised at the World Bank, 
where broadly based SIA, equivalent to understanding and management of 
social change processes, is promoted in support of the sustainable 
development agenda. This framework covers the full scope of social 
considerations, including poverty alleviation, gender balance, governance 
and institutions, and equity, rights and justice issues. Many SIA practitioners 

 1 
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endorse such an overarching approach, beyond what is possible in the 
context of EIA. However, there is not yet a common understanding of its scope, 
boundaries and content (also called social appraisal or human impact 
assessment).  

Introduce the concept of social impacts and what causes them. Ask 
participants to identify those that are important locally. Mention that 
social impacts were addressed in Topic 6 – Impact analysis and are 
an important part of an integrative approach as shown in Topic 15 – 
Future directions. 

Social impacts  can be defined as the consequences to people of any proposed 
action that changes the way they live, work, relate to one another, organise 
themselves and function as individuals and members of society. This 
definition includes social-psychological changes, for example to people’s 
values, attitudes and perceptions of themselves and their community and 
environment. Indeed, some SIA practitioners consider social impacts to be 
only ‘as experienced’ (e.g. stress, disruption, hunger) and differentiate these 
from the causal processes (e.g. over-crowding, infrastructure pressure, 
poverty).  

A composite list of social impacts is contained in Handout 13-1. However, 
these should be carefully reviewed for their relevance in a given situation or 
country, for example to development goals or to basic needs for food, water and 
shelter. Not all SIA practitioners would agree with the classification of 
impacts, and not all of the impacts listed are necessarily considered as part of 
EIA practice. In addition, many of the impacts listed are not easily measurable, 
and require analysis of a number of variables. For this reason, basic 
dimensions of social change are used instead as a reference point, for defining 
impacts and means of mitigating them.  

The key characteristics and variables that are often correlated with adverse 
social impacts of development proposals include: 

• demographic change, e.g. size and composition of resident population, 
influx of temporary work force or new recreational users (disrupts the 
cohesion of a small, stable community);  

• economic change, e.g. new patterns of employment/ income, real estate 
speculation (marginalises long term, older residents);  

• environmental change, e.g. alterations to land use, natural habitat and 
hydrological regime (loss of subsistence or livelihood in resource-
dependent community); and 

• institutional change, e.g. in the structure of local government or 
traditional leadership, zoning by-laws or land tenure (reduced access or 

 3 
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loss of control leads to disempowerment or impoverishment of the 
established population).  

 

The main types of social impact that occur as a result of these project-related 
changes can be grouped into five overlapping categories:  

• lifestyle impacts – on the way people behave and relate to family, friends 
and cohorts on a day-to-day basis; 

• cultural impacts – on shared customs, obligations, values, language, 
religious belief and other elements which make a social or ethnic group 
distinct; 

• community impacts – on infrastructure, services, voluntary organisations, 
activity networks and cohesion; 

• amenity/quality of life impacts – on sense of place, aesthetics and heritage, 
perception of belonging, security and livability, and aspirations for the 
future; and 

• health  impacts – on mental, physical and social well being, although 
these aspects are also the subject of health impact assessment (see Topic 
6 – Impact analysis).  

The key points of the above discussion are that: 

• social and biophysical impacts are interconnected and should be 
assessed together; 

• SIA is understood to be concerned with the human consequences of 
development proposals, identifying all significant social impacts that 
arise in this context; and  

• EIA combined with SIA is an entry point to integrated impact 
assessment in support of sustainability aims of maintaining natural 
capital and building human capital (see Topic 15 – Future Directions). 

Note the types of projects that can require SIA, and indicate how 
social impacts can vary with different stages of the project life cycle. 
Ask participants to identify the social changes that are important 
locally in this context. 

Social impacts can be a significant aspect of many types of projects, not only 
proposals for large scale development, such as a dam or highway, but also in 
the closing down of existing facilities, such as a military base or government 
facility. Like environmental impacts, the referents of project-induced social 
change include severity, duration, probability, importance, etc. They also vary 
with the setting and the characteristics of the community affected. For 
example, mining or energy developments adjacent to a small, remote 

 4 
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community or in an area occupied or used by indigenous people are almost 
always associated with major social impacts.  

Often, in EIA, most attention is focused on such high profile issues, notably for 
projects which displace people and affect vulnerable ethnic minorities (as 
emphasised in the policy of the World Bank). These are unquestionably 
important internationally, not infrequently raising issues of human rights and 
social justice (see case example below). In particular, involuntary resettlement 
has extreme social impacts, which in many cases warrant separate and 
specific study. However, these issues are a relatively small sub-set of the 
overall social impacts associated with development projects.  

Examples of projects with important and ‘everyday’ social impacts include: 

• landfill and hazardous waste disposal sites (perceived health risks, loss 
of amenity); 

• power and industrial plants (community stress from influx of work 
force, pressure on infrastructure); 

• dams and reservoirs (lifestyle disruption resulting from relocation, land 
use alteration or long lead time to full impoundment); and 

• roads and linear developments (dislocation of activity networks and 
relationships).  

It is also important to consider how social impacts may vary in accordance 
with different stages of the project life cycle: 

• Planning or policy development – This phase, beginning with project 
notification (or rumour) can have its own social impacts, even though 
nothing has actually happened. For example, the following can occur: 

– changed expectations or fears about the community and its future;  

– increase or fall in property prices depending on the nature of the 
proposal; 

– real estate speculation, which locks up or freezes land; and 

– concerns about the environmental, social or health impacts, which 
may lead to activism, resulting in community polarisation. 

• Construction/implementation – This phase usually will have the greatest 
social impact. Construction work is socially disruptive. It frequently 
involves clearing land, building physical plant and putting in access 
roads and utilities. The resulting traffic congestion, dust, noise and other 
hazards typically undermine the quality of life of the resident 
population. Depending on project type and scale, there may be a large 
influx of temporary workers, whose demands and behaviour may be at 
odds with those of local people. In small communities, this phase often 
creates a strain on community infrastructure and may be marked by a 
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boom and bust cycle. These changes, inter alia, may fuel resentment, 
affect community cohesion or undermine cultural values or traditional 
institutions. 

• Operation and maintenance – This phase of a project normally continues 
over many years. In many cases, it will be relatively stable period 
compared to the social changes that occurred during construction. For 
one thing, operation requires fewer workers, and newcomers often 
become gradually assimilated into the community. Longer-term 
economic opportunities and social benefits from the development will be 
realized during this stage. On the other hand, the operation of power, 
industrial and waste treatment facilities can bring another set of social 
impacts and health hazards from pollution emissions. However, the 
community also may be different from that which existed before the 
project was constructed, possibly adjusting to an industrial operation if 
it is carefully managed. 

• Decommissioning or abandonment – This phase can have a significant 
social impact, especially where a facility is the mainstay of the local 
economic base or the only employer as in a single purpose mining 
community. Depending on condition and location, it may be possible to 
convert a site to its former or an alternative use, such as restoring an 
open pit mine for agriculture or recycling a port facility to recreational or 
commercial use. In other cases, however, industrial lands may be 
contaminated and require costly remediation treatment to rehabilitate or 
secure them to ensure the health and safety of nearby residents. 

Box 1: Social impact of the Sardar Sarovar scheme, India 

Project background 

Long planned, construction of the Sardar Sarovar scheme began in 1987. It 
comprises: a high dam on the Narmada River approximately 180 km upstream 
from the Arabian Sea; a large reservoir impounding water to a level of 
approximately 150m and submerging 37,000 hectares of land across three states; the 
diversion of 9.5 million acre feet of water from the Narmada River into a canal and 
irrigation system to deliver drinking and irrigation water to drought-prone areas 
of Gujarat. The main canal is 250m wide at its head and 100m wide at the Rajasthan 
border 450 km distant. With an aggregate length of 75,000 km, the distribution 
network will require approximately 80,000 hectares of land, double the 
submergence area. 

Social issues and impacts 

The environmental and social impact of the project components is immense and 
extends over a wide area. At least 100,000 people, in 245 villages, live in the area 
affected by submergence. In Gujarat and Maharashtra almost all of those affected 
are tribal people. In addition, there are 140,000 families who will be disrupted by 
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the construction of the canal and irrigation system. Finally, there are the people 
living downstream below the dam, numbering thousands more, who also will be 
adversely affected. Sardar Sarovar became the focus of the debate, in India and 
internationally, on how to balance economic development on the one hand, and 
human rights and environmental protection on the other. 

Independent SIA and EIA review 

Now in its final stages, the scheme was also heavily criticised because of the 
deficiencies in the EIA and SIA processes which were applied. In 1992, the Sardar 
Sarovar scheme became the subject of an independent review commissioned by the 
World Bank and triggered by its credit and loan agreement with the Indian and 
state governments involved. On the social side, the review was to consider the 
measures being taken for the resettlement and rehabilitation of people displaced or 
affected by the reservoir and infrastructure or affected by the canal. On the 
environmental side, it was to consider measures being taken to ameliorate the 
impact of ‘all aspects of the Projects’. 

Key findings and conclusions 

At the time of the review, World Bank directives had set the highest standards for 
mitigating adverse consequences to people who were to be involuntarily resettled 
(although these were not in force when the credit and loan agreements were 
signed). Bank policy requires that those displaced improve or at least regain their 
prior standard of living. In addition, their human rights must be respected, and 
cannot be nullified on grounds of national sovereignty or economic interest. 

The issues in Sardar Sarovar were complicated because the majority of those 
displaced were tribal people who usually have no formal title to the land they 
occupy and were considered by two state governments to be encroachers and not 
entitled to resettlement. The review found this position to be non-compliant with 
recognized norms of human rights. In addition, it concluded that a number of 
issues of related to the environmental impact of the scheme were unresolved and 
questioned the assumptions used in project design and mitigation.  

After the Bank issued performance ‘benchmarks’ for the scheme, India advised that 
it would not call on the outstanding balance of the loan and would complete the 
Sardar Sarovar itself. 

Source: Berger (1994).  

Describe the benefits of SIA, highlighting the importance of 
systematically addressing the human consequences of major 
proposals. Ask participants to develop a list of benefits relating to 
local conditions. 

Despite increasing use, SIA still is not uniformly required or carried out for all 
development proposals with significant human consequences. This is the case 
in many developing countries, where meeting basic human needs is 
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understandably seen as an overwhelming priority. However, the Sardar 
Sarovar scheme (Box 1) exemplifies how disregarding social impacts can alter 
the benefit-cost equation of development and, in this case, undermine its 
overall viability. Many dams and other types of projects, with potentially 
significant social impacts, have been criticised because an inadequate SIA or 
none at all was carried out (see, report of the World Commission on Dams at 
http://www.dams.org). 

For such projects, the benefits of undertaking a systematic SIA can include: 

• reduced impact on communities or individuals – identification of 
mitigation measures is an integral element of SIA; 

• enhanced benefits to those affected – SIA preparation also helps identify 
measures such as job training packages; 

• avoiding delays and obstruction – a well prepared SIA demonstrates that 
social impacts are taken seriously and helps to gain development 
approval; 

• lowered costs – addressing social impacts and mitigation measures at an 
early stage helps to avoid costly errors and remedial actions imposed at 
a later stage by regulatory agencies; 

• better community and stakeholder relationships – experience has shown that 
SIA can help to allay fear and concern and build a basis of trust and 
cooperation necessary for the proponent to successfully introduce and 
operate the project; and  

• improved proposals – an SIA provides information that adds value to 
existing projects and helps to design future ones. 

In many cases, the above benefits of SIA are not anticipated or expected by the 
different parties involved in the process. For example: 

• developers may focus only on the short term costs of the SIA, see it as a 
process that may be ‘hijacked’ by proponents, or consider the risk of 
early disclosure outweighs any potential benefit of conducting the study; 

• governments or decision makers may not support transparency of the 
decision making process; and 

• communities may not consider the SIA process as impartial or may see it 
as a mechanism to deflect their objections to a project.  

Discuss the steps and principles of SIA, noting the similarities and 
differences to the process followed in EIA.  

Typically, the SIA process follows the iterative steps taken in the EIA process, 
although with a different emphasis to take account of the impacts on people 
(as shown in Box 2 below). Most obvious is the particular type of information 

 5 
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gathered for an SIA, which can include basic characteristics of the affected 
population, current issues, political and civic institutions, social structures, 
cultural traditions and attitudes and social-psychological attributes. A 
participatory approach is also strongly represented in the SIA process, 
beginning at the earliest stage and continuing throughout. Other elements of 
the SIA process that are distinctive include prediction of impacts in terms of 
how affected people will respond in attitude and behaviour. 

As in EIA, SIA practitioners place considerable importance on mitigation, 
monitoring and impact management. In addition, post-project analysis is 
recognised as critical to gaining a better understanding of social impacts and 
how to manage them. However, in practice, implementation and follow up are 
not always undertaken systematically, and, often, SIA continues to be a one-
off exercise that cannot be grounded in the context of comparable projects. 
This process constrains SIA practice, undermines its potential contribution to 
decision-making and inhibits its acceptance by others; for example, when 
people affected by a proposed change, understandably, individualise and 
exaggerate impacts and comparable, empirical information is wanting.  

In this context, considerable guidance is now available on SIA good practice, 
both generally and with specific reference to EIA procedures established by 
countries or international agencies such as the World Bank. The principles 
and guidelines outlined in Box 3 were prepared by leading SIA practitioners 
from the US. However, they are sufficiently generic to have gained a measure 
of international acceptance. Most importantly, perhaps, the principles and 
main steps of the SIA process indicate how common issues of SIA practice, 
such as data limitations, can be addressed.  

Other SIA practitioners have refined this framework to meet their particular 
purposes. Currently, an IAIA project is underway to develop International 
Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment (see www.iaia.org). 
For example, this project has identified principles relating to the integration of 
biophysical and social impacts which: 

• recognize that all environmental impacts are experienced in human 
terms; 

• extrapolate all biophysical changes to their implications for people; and 

• take account of the implications of seasonality for people and their 
activities. 

Ideally, an interdisciplinary approach will be taken to integrate SIA and EIA 
studies (see Topic 12 – EIA project management). At a minimum, the information 
on social and environmental impacts should be synthesised into a coherent 
impact statement (see Topic 8 – Reporting). When an SIA is conducted as a 
separate study or is a major component in its own right, it should be 
conducted with reference to the EIA process (and vice-versa) and key findings 
should be cross referenced.  
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Box 2: Steps in the SIA process  

1. public involvement – develop and implement an effective public involvement 
plan to involve all interested and affected stakeholders  

2. identification of alternatives – describe the proposed action and reasonable 
alternatives to it, including the no action alternative  

3. profile of baseline condition – document the relevant human environment/area 
of influence of the proposal and the existing social conditions and trends 
(using the characteristics and variables described previously)  

4. scoping – identify and prioritise the range of likely social impacts through a 
variety of means, including discussion or interviews with numbers of all 
potentially affected  

5. projection of estimated effects – analyse and predict the probable impacts of the 
proposal and the alternatives against baseline conditions (with versus 
without the action)  

6. prediction and evaluation of responses to impacts – determine the significance of 
the identified social impacts to those who will be affected  

7. estimate indirect and cumulative impacts – identify the subsequent, flow-on 
effects of the proposal, including the second/third order impacts and their 
incremental impacts when added to other past, present and foreseeable 
current activities  

8. changes to alternatives – recommend new or changed alternatives and estimate 
or project their consequences for affected and interested stakeholders  

9. mitigation – develop and implement a mitigation plan, in order of preference 
to firstly avoid, secondly minimise and thirdly compensate for adverse 
impacts  

10. monitoring – develop and implement a monitoring programme to identify 
deviations from the proposed action and any important unanticipated 
impacts 

 
Source: Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and Principles [for Social Impact 

Assessment] (1994). 

 

Box 3: Principles of SIA good practice  

• involve the diverse public – identify and involve all potentially affected groups 
and individuals  

• analyse impact equity – identify who will win and who will lose, and 
emphasise vulnerability of under -represented groups  

6 & 7 

8 & 9 
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• focus the assessment – deal with the issues and public concerns that really 
count not those that are just 'easy to count'  

• identify methods and assumptions and define significance – describe how the SIA is 
conducted, what assumptions are used and how significance is determined  

• provide feedback on social impacts to project planners – identify problems that 
could be solved with changes to the proposed action or alternatives  

• use SIA practitioners – trained social scientists employing social science 
methods will provide the best results  

• establish monitoring and mitigation programmes – manage uncertainty by 
monitoring and mitigating adverse impacts  

• identify data sources – use published social scientific literature, secondary data 
and primary data from the affected area  

• plan for gaps in data – make clear any incomplete or unavailable information 
and the reasons why this could not be obtained  

 
Source: Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and Principles [for Social Impact 

Assessment] (1994).  

Review the methodological frameworks, sources of information and 
tools that are used in SIA. Ask participants to consider the approach 
that might be applied to assess social impacts that are relevant 
locally. 

There are sharp differences among SIA experts on the methodological 
frameworks that should be applied to assess social impacts. A number of 
orientations can be identified. Notably, there is a polarisation between the 
rational-scientific approach, which emphasises prediction of change (with 
versus without the project), and the socio-political approach, where SIA is 
oriented toward community development and empowerment. In practice, 
however, these differences may not be so apparent, moderated by EIA 
procedure and Terms of Reference and by a common emphasis on the 
management of social impacts.  

Both schools of SIA draw on the following sources of information: 

• data about the proposal; 

• experience with similar actions, e.g. as evidenced in other SIA reports; 

• census and vital statistics on the area/ population affected; 

• secondary materials, which document baseline conditions and trends; 
and 

• survey and field research, including interviews, meetings and other 
contact means. 

 10 
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A number of tools and techniques are used to assess the human impact of 
development proposals. Much of the analytical work in SIA centres on 
prediction of potential change in key social variables as established in the 
scoping phase. Some of the methods that are commonly applied for this 
purpose are outlined in Box 4. A larger kit of social assessment tools and 
methods identified by the World Bank are described in Handout 13-2. It 
classifies methods into five types of overlapping approach: analytical, 
community–based, observation and interview, participatory, and workshop-
based. 

The World Bank tool kit has particular reference to SIA in the context of 
developing countries. It emphasises interactive methods, which can be used to 
collect baseline information, to build a profile of the existing social situation 
and to gain an understanding of how a proposal might affect a community. 
Some of the methods engage stakeholders directly in the process of predicting 
impacts. For example, participatory and community-based approaches 
involve affected local people in estimating how their lifestyles are likely to 
alter as a result of projected changes. However, these estimates should be 
corroborated, especially if there is no local experience of the kinds of impacts 
expected. 

Depending on its scope, an SIA may use a number of tools and techniques. 
This can help to address the problem of incomplete data, as well as compare 
and highlight any variations in information derived from different sources. 
Generally, an integrated approach, which combines a number of methods, 
will provide the most composite and reliable prediction of impacts and 
identification of suitable measures to mitigate and manage them. In practice, 
however, this is not always possible, and often no more than two or three SIA 
tools will be used in an EIA-based process.  

At a minimum, the prediction of social impacts should be based on: 

• understanding of the affected population – how are people likely to 
respond to and be affected by a given proposal? 

• comparison with similar cases – what is the experience with the effects 
of proposed actions on similar communities elsewhere? 

• appropriate expertise and knowledge base – has the analysis been 
undertaken by an experienced SIA practitioner using suitable methods 
and tools? 

Box 4: Methods commonly used for predicting social impacts 

trend extrapolations – projecting current trends, such as population change or 
employment, into the future (with or without modifying the rate of change) 

 11 
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population multipliers – extrapolated increases in population size are coefficients for 
the change in other variables, such as employment and demand for housing, 
infrastructure or services 

consulting experts – use of expert knowledge such as researchers, professional 
consultants, local authorities, or knowledgeable citizens 

scenarios  – exercises to develop the likely, alternative or preferred future of a 
community or society. Scenarios can be used to compare different outcomes (best 
versus worst case) 

comparative studies – examining how an affected community has responded to 
change in the past, or the impact on other communities that have undergone a 
similar action 

Source: adapted from Taylor, Goodrich and Bryan (1998).  

Consider aspects of good practice in the conduct of an SIA study, 
including factors that need to be taken into account to implement the 
principles described earlier. Ask participants to consider which 
aspects are important when assessing social impacts locally. 

When conducting an SIA, the following factors and considerations can assist 
in implementing and amplifying the principles set out in Box 3: 

• identifying trends – when gathering baseline data on an affected 
community, it is important to situate the profile or 'snap shot' in a 
dynamic context by identifying the changes that are occurring already 
from non-project sources; 

• taking account of initial response to project announcement – support or 
opposition may be an impact itself or an indicator of the likely degree of 
community cohesion or conflict over social issues; 

• qualifying data sufficiency and reliability  – where SIA is hampered by a 
lack of adequate data, err on the conservative side in reporting any 
potentially significant impacts (e.g. stating that it cannot be ruled out 
with confidence rather than concluding it is not proven); 

• predicting key issues – it is better to be roughly correct on the matters that 
count, rather than quantifying the impacts that can be counted; and  

• team building  – experienced social scientists need to be an integral part of 
the EIA team to predict these key issues and establish linkages to 
biophysical impacts. Often, team building must address cultural style as 
well as disciplinary differences, for example when relating an SIA to the 
EIA and project planning timetable on the one hand and the norms and 
traditions of an affected community on the other.  

 12 
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Analysing impact equity, who gains and who loses from a proposal, is central 
to the SIA process. Good practice principles are set out in Box 5. Normally, 
emphasis will be given to identifying and mitigating adverse impacts. These 
impacts should be specified and reported for each group likely to be 
differently affected and appropriate mitigation measures taken to ensure their 
brunt is not borne disproportionately. In this regard, particular attention is 
given to highlighting adverse impacts on people who are sensitive or 
vulnerable, for example by reason of age, gender, ethnicity, caste, poverty or 
other factors.  

Examples include: 

• communities and groups who are dependent on land and resources for 
their subsistence and livelihood, typically, are significantly affected by a 
proposal that reduces or degrades the resource base or alters their 
access, use or management regime; 

• indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities are at particular risk in this 
regard, since their culture, lifestyle and values are inseparably attached 
to their environment; 

• long term residents or the elderly may suffer greater health and 
psychological impacts than other groups as a result of community 
disruption; and  

• the poor, landless, illiterate and disadvantaged often struggle to express 
or press their concerns because they lack political power and influence 
over events. 

Impact equity can be effectively assessed only if an attempt is made to 
minimise any bias and take full account of the consequences for 
disadvantaged and marginalised groups. SIA practitioners guard against the 
following factors: 

• spatial bias – information gathering focuses on accessible locations and 
overlooks remote or nomadic tribes; 

• seasonal bias – an SIA may be carried out at a time when it is difficult to 
gain a representative information on an affected community, for example 
during harvest time or hunting season; 

• personal bias – consultation and interviews may be dictated by cultural 
traditions or power structures, for example limited to political leaders, 
elders or men; and  

• professional bias – lack of interaction between disciplinary specialists 
may result in important links between the environment and society 
being omitted. 
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Box 5: Good practice in analysing impact equity  

• predict adverse impacts 

• specify for each group 

• explain reasons for variations 

• highlight impacts on vulnerable groups 

• guard against representational bias 

 13 
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Conclude by stressing the importance of good practice in mitigation, 
monitoring and management of social impacts. Ask participants to 
consider which are locally the most important aspects in mitigating 
social impacts. 

The practical emphasis in SIA is on mitigation of the adverse impacts of a 
proposal and, more broadly, the management of social change. Principles that 
are specific to impact management and minimisation are summarised in Box 
6. These elaborate the guiding principles introduced earlier (Box 3) and 
recognise the need for a proactive approach to this phase of SIA. In particular, 
the concern is to move away from a narrow focus on the role of prediction, 
seeing it as a necessary step to design customised measures for avoiding, 
reducing and managing social impacts, for example of an influx of 
construction workers into a small settlement.  

Mitigation for social impacts should follow the same hierarchy that is used for 
other types of impact (see Topic 7 – Mitigation and impact management). This 
gives priority first to impact avoidance, second to reduction or minimisation of 
impacts, and lastly to offset or compensation. Social impacts can be avoided 
by 'at source' changes, for example, site selection of a dam or airport project so 
people do not have to be relocated or their lives disrupted. Impacts can be 
reduced by various measures, such as sound proofing houses within the noise 
footprint of an airport, scheduling construction traffic, use of dust 
suppression techniques, etc. Compensation should be used for residual 
impacts only where no other options are available to ensure people are no 
worse off than before.  

Where compensation is unavoidable, it is often inappropriate to provide this 
only in monetary form. This is invariably the case for indigenous peoples and 
other vulnerable communities, which cannot replicate their lifestyle elsewhere 
or mediate the impacts experienced. In other cases, monetary compensation 
places the onus of solving the problem on the individual or community, rather 
than on those who are responsible for causing the impact. Equally, however, 
there are circumstances where a compensation package can be used in 
positive and innovative ways to support social development that otherwise 
may not be possible.  

Monitoring and other follow up activities are critical to strengthening 
mitigation practice and to improving the effectiveness of SIA, in general. As in 
EIA, the main purpose of monitoring is to identify differences between 
predicted and actual social impacts in order to determine whether and what 
type of adjustments and interventions are necessary (see Topic 11 – 
Implementation and follow up). In developing and transitional countries, where 
experience with SIA may be limited, institutional and capacity building may 
be required to effectively carry out impact management. SIA training needs 
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and priorities for a given country may differ from those identified for EIA in 
general, and should be specified separately (see Topic C – Training needs 
analysis). 

Box 6: Good practice in impact mitigation and management 

• identify mitigation measures for each impact 

• customise them to the different groups affected 

• give priority to avoiding social impacts 

• then minimise them as far as practicable 

• use compensation as a last resort  

• ensure impacts are not borne disproportionately by one group 

• no one should be worse off than before 

• treat relocation/resettlement as a special case 

• livelihoods of those displaced should be improved 

• enhance benefits for local people through job training and development 
packages 

Include a training activity to reinforce the topic (if desired). 
 
Summarise the presentation, emphasising those aspects of the topic 
that apply locally. 
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Berger T (1994) The Independent Review of the Sardor Sarovar Projects, 1991-1992. 
Impact Assessment 12:1, 3-20.  

Goodland R (1999) Social and Environmental Assessment to Promote 
Sustainability. Paper presented to the Annual Meeting of the International 
Association for Impact Assessment, Glasgow. (Informal draft available from 
Environment Department, World Bank, Washington, D.C.) 

Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact 
Assessment (1994) Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment. Impact 
Assessment, 12(2): 107-152. 
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Training activities 

Training activities will be more instructive if they are framed around a local proposal. 
Consider inviting prospective course participants to make a presentation if they have 
expertise in this area of EIA. 
 

Discussion themes 

13-1  What types of social issues and impacts are associated with 
development proposals locally?  

13-2  How are these impacts addressed and under which processes? Does 
the EIA process apply? If not, is this because of the legal provision or 
just accepted practice?  

13-3  What changes, if any, would be necessary to include consideration of 
social impacts in the EIA process? What should be the scope of 
consideration of social impacts in EIA? Should there be a separate SIA 
process?  

13-4  Where SIA is part of EIA it follows similar steps, including scoping and 
consideration of alternatives. What information needs to be gathered to 
identify the key social impacts of a development proposal? How might 
this information then be used to identify feasible alternatives to a 
proposal? 

13-5  SIA methodology involves estimating the response of people to 
predicted impacts and evaluating who gains and who loses (impact 
equity). How might these activities be carried out as part of an SIA 
conducted locally? What methods and expertise would be needed and 
available for this purpose?  

13-6  What measures might be used to mitigate social impacts that are 
important locally? How could their effectiveness be monitored, and 
what management strategies could be adopted in the event that an 
impact is greater than forecast? 

13-7  Consider whether local capacity and data sources are sufficient to carry 
out the key stages and activities of SIA. If not, how can the information 
and expertise best be developed, and what kind of strategy can be 
followed in conducting SIA in the interim? 
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Speaker themes 

13-1 Invite a speaker who is knowledgeable about the local societal structure 
and values to review key trends and developmental issues, and to 
provide a perspective on how communities and groups respond to 
proposed actions.  

13-2 Invite a speaker who has experience in managing or conducting an SIA 
locally to discuss the various approaches/methodologies that have 
been used and how they could be improved in future work. The 
presentation should be supported by examples of the work.  

13-3  Invite a speaker who has experience with SIA methods to show the 
participants how they work and what they can be used for. Ensure that 
some of the discussion covers the data requirements for the method and 
that note is made of any limitations.  
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Group Activity 13-1: Determining the scope of an SIA 

 
Title: Social impact scoping  

Aim:  To understand how scoping procedures can be used to 
identify the key social impacts of a proposal   

Group size:  Four to six people  

Duration: Half to one day, depending on the desired level of detail  

Resources required:  

o Background information from local project(s).  

o Copies of Handout 13-1.  

o Summary of Topic 5 – Scoping. 

o Examples of EIA checklists, matrices etc that can be adapted to 
identify the social impact of candidate project(s).  

Description of activity:  

oo  Get the group as a whole to review Handout 13-1 to 
adapt/develop a shortlist of social impacts that are relevant 
locally in relation to development proposals.  

oo   Assign each group the task of adapting and applying one of the 
methods (matrix, checklist etc) to identify the social impacts for a 
project.  

oo   Assemble the group as a whole and ask each small group to 
summarise its findings, noting any problems that were encountered, 
the impacts that were identified and how the method used might 
be improved.  
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Group Activity 13-2: Review of social impact assessment 

 

Title: Consideration of impact equity – who gains and who 
loses 

Aim:  To gain an appreciation of the quality of an SIA report and 
how it can be evaluated 

Group size:  Pairs 

Duration: Half to one day, depending on the required level of detail  

Resources required: 

o An EIA/SIA report for each pair (prepared locally or containing 
information on social impacts that are relevant locally).  

o Handout 13-2 – Social assessment methods.  

Description of activity : 

Each pair is to: 

o review the EIA/SIA report, listing the groups that were affected and 
the major social impacts that were identified;  

o    check whether or not the impacts predicted were differentiated in 
relation to each affected group and there was a statement of who 
gained and who lost; 

o summarise the strengths and weaknesses of the approach taken, 
including the methods used and the way the findings were 
reported; and 

o recommend how the approach could have been improved, giving 
particular attention to methods that may be more suited to assess 
impact equity.  

The whole group should convene to discuss the findings.  
Assemble the group as a whole and ask each small group to summarise its 
findings, noting any problems that were encountered, the impacts that were 
identified and how the methods used might be improved. 
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Aims and objectives of SIA are to: 
• analyse how proposals affect people 
• identify and mitigate adverse impacts 
• enhance benefits 
• help manage social change  
 

Scope of SIA 
• SIA conducted under EIA legislation and procedure 
• scope of SIA differs with jurisdictional arrangements 
• initially limited to environmentally-related changes  
• larger range of social impacts now considered 
• comprehensive SIA often a separate process 
• focuses on social issues of sustainable development,  

poverty alleviation and justice 

 

Causes of social impacts  

• demographic change, e.g. population size and composition 
• economic change, e.g. employment and income  
• environmental change, e.g. air and water quality 
• institutional change, e.g. law and administration 
 

Types of social impact  

• lifestyle – behaviour and relationships 
• cultural – customs, values and religious beliefs 
• community – infrastructure, services and networks 
• amenity/quality of life – sense of security, livability and futurity 
• health – mental and physical well being 
 

SIA benefits can include: 

• reduced impact on people 
• enhanced benefits for those affected 
• avoiding delays and obstruction 
• lowering costs by timely actions 
• better community and stakeholder relationships  
• improved future proposals  

 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 
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Support materials 

Steps in the SIA process  

• public involvement plan 
• identification of alternatives 
• profiling of baseline conditions 
• scoping of key issues  
• projection of estimated effects 
• prediction and evaluation of responses to impacts 
• estimate indirect and cumulative impacts  
• recommend changes to alternatives  
• develop and implement a mitigation plan 
• develop and implement a monitoring programme  

 

Principles of SIA good practice 

• involve the diverse public 
• analyse impact equity 
• focus the assessment 
• identify methods and assumptions and define significance 
• provide feedback on social impacts to project planners 
• use experienced SIA practitioners 
• establish monitoring and mitigation programmes 
• identify data sources 
• plan for gaps in data 

 

Sources of SIA information 

• data on the proposal 
• experience with similar actions 
• census and vital statistics 
• secondary documents 
• survey and field research 

 

6 & 7 
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Methods commonly used for predicting social impacts include: 

• trend extrapolations 
• population multipliers 
• use of expert knowledge 
• scenario building 
• comparative studies 

 

Basis of good practice in prediction of social impacts 

• understanding those affected and their likely responses 
• comparisons with experience in similar cases 
• use of appropriate expertise and knowledge base 

 

Good practice in analysing impact equity 

• predict adverse impacts 
• specify for each group  
• explain reasons for variations  
• highlight impacts on vulnerable groups 
• guard against representational bias 

 

Good practice in impact mitigation and management 

• identify mitigation measures for each impact 
• customise them to the different groups affected 
• give priority to avoiding social impacts 
• then minimise them as far as practicable 
• use compensation as a last resort  
• ensure impacts are not borne disproportionately by one group 
• no one should be worse off than before 
• treat relocation/resettlement as a special case 
• livelihoods of those displaced should be improved 
• enhance benefits for local people through job training and development 

packages 
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