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Summary 

This thesis accentuates the importance of social impact assessment and addresses the 

conceptual and methodological gap identified in the field, which hinders the development of 

comparable social impact indicators and reports. This thesis aims to advance towards a 

methodological framework for evaluating more comprehensively the social impacts of 

sustainable energy-related projects, in particular within the European Union’s H2020 funding 

programme and the European Commission’s BRIDGE initiative. 

This exploratory research aims to investigate how the social impact assessment of energy 

projects can be performed in a systematic and methodical way while managing to capture 

the complexity of social dynamics and the different contexts in which these energy projects 

are embedded. To achieve this, I followed an inductive qualitative research design and a 

strategy of triangulation, which involves using and integrating more than one method or 

source of data in the study of social phenomena.  A systematic literature review of the existing 

literature on social impact assessment has been complemented with ethnographic-inspired 

observations and interviews of participants involved in sustainable energy projects in the 

areas of Smart Grids, Energy Storage, Islands, and Digitalisation, funded by the European 

Union’s H2020 programme and involved in the European Commission’s BRIDGE initiative. 

I explored the historical origins of the theory and practice of social impact assessment to 

understand how the field has reached its current state of development. Then, I showed that 

there are various definitions of 'social impact', a myriad of frameworks and methodologies 

available, and multiple ongoing debates surrounding the assessment of social impacts. Even 

though the awareness of the importance of assessing social impacts has increased over time, 

the lack of overall agreement in the field presents a challenge for the selection and use of 

social impact assessment methods. Therefore, I studied the main ongoing debates in order 

to understand how further improvements in the effective practice of social impact 

assessment can be facilitated. 

In the empirical case study, I investigate the ways in which the participants of the BRIDGE 

initiative assess the social impacts of their sustainable energy projects. Furthermore, I show 

the intertwining between my empirical findings from the BRIDGE case study and the results 

from my systematic literature review. 
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I show how the perceptions of 'social impact' among the partners of BRIDGE projects are 

influenced by their strong focus on consumer engagement, to the extent that certain 

partners do not recognise the relevance of some social impacts. Subsequently, I provide 

empirical evidence of the prevalence of combined quantitative and qualitative approaches to 

measure social impacts. Then, I delve into a detailed overview of the approaches, methods 

and indicators that BRIDGE partners choose for the assessment of their projects.  

I show that they are not doing social impact assessment as per the definitions in the 

literature. Rather, they use innovative, flexible, participatory and practical tools usually 

focused on increasing awareness, acceptance and engagement of the local citizens with their 

energy technologies, but that also enable them to gather data for the assessment of social 

impact indicators. They usually do not comprehensively assess all the possible impacts that 

their projects might have on society as a whole, since they favour the use of only those 

indicators that are relevant for the attainment of their project objectives, which often 

revolves around the adoption of the new energy technologies. Finally, I show the main 

challenges and limitations that they face, which include, among others, the fact that these 

assessments are mainly performed by non-specialists or that usually the impacts are not 

assessed beyond the technologies’ end-users. 

Finally, I integrate the findings from both the systematic literature review and the empirical 

case study of the BRIDGE projects to provide advancements towards the development of a 

methodological framework for the social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, 

that would enable the maximisation of the positive impacts and the minimisation of negative 

consequences for society. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis accentuates the importance of social impact assessment and addresses the conceptual 

and methodological gap identified in the field, which hinders the development of comparable social 

impact indicators and reports. This thesis aims to advance towards a methodological framework for 

evaluating more comprehensively the social impacts of sustainable energy-related projects, in 

particular within the European Union’s H2020 funding programme and the European Commission’s 

BRIDGE initiative, whose members face the challenge posed by the lack of consensus in the field.  

In the following sections, I introduce the rationale of this thesis by, first, explaining its relevance in 

the European policy context; then, describing in detail the problem identified in the social impact 

assessment field; and lastly, presenting the research question that I intend to answer with my work. 

1.1. Context 

Energy is a central aspect of modern life since it is necessary for education, health, security and 

wellbeing. Thus, it is not possible to separate any changes in the energy sector from socio-economic 

considerations. The gradual transition away from fossil fuels towards a carbon-neutral economy is 

one of the greatest challenges of our time. To tackle it, the European Union (EU) adopted in 2015 

the Energy Union strategy (COM/2015/080), updating its energy policy framework to facilitate a 

clean and fair energy transition, pursuant to the Paris Agreement, which brought all nations within 

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) into a common cause to 

undertake ambitious efforts to combat climate change and to accelerate and intensify the actions 

needed for a sustainable low carbon future (UN, 2015). In 2019, with a view to the achievement of 

a carbon-neutral economy by 2050 (COM/2018/773), and in order to show global leadership, the 

EU presented the European Green Deal roadmap, which constitutes its long-term strategy in line 

with the aims of the Paris Agreement (EC, 2020). 

Also, the European Commission (EC) proposed in 2016 a set of ambitious new rules called the Clean 

Energy for all Europeans package (CEP), which reinforces consumer rights, putting them at the heart 

of the energy transition and, unprecedently, allowing them to take part actively (EU, 2019). The CEP 

aims to empower and better protect citizens, but also give them more flexibility and allow them to 

make their own decisions on how to produce, store, sell or share their own energy. This 

democratisation of energy should translate into better quality of life and better finances, alleviate 

energy poverty and protect vulnerable citizens, leaving no section of society behind (EU, 2019). 
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Transforming the energy system does not imply that the livelihoods of citizens need to suffer. The 

EU believes that it is possible to reduce emissions while creating prosperity, high-quality local jobs, 

and improving quality of life, in other words creating positive impacts on society, by developing and 

deploying current technologies. This transformation of the economy needs to be managed well to 

avoid social and regional disparities. The clean energy transition must be fair and socially acceptable 

to all. The EU aims to support those more impacted by the transition so that its benefits can be 

shared by all citizens and all regions (EU, 2019). 

The core priorities identified in the Energy Union strategy are addressed by the 'Secure, Clean and 

Efficient Energy' Societal Challenge of Horizon 2020 (H2020), the EU’s biggest funding programme 

for Research and Innovation (R&I) that provides support from basic research through to innovation 

in order to put Europe on the path to smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The EU needs to 

demonstrate the performance, impact and added value of its funding programmes (EC, 2019). The 

emphasis under H2020 is to assess its impact on Europe’s scientific and technological performance 

and research capacity and more widely on the European economy and society (EC, 2015b). 

Therefore, EU-funded projects are usually required to perform an evaluation of their social impacts, 

which entails the use of indicators that aim to capture outputs and results and will provide the basis 

for analysing the nature and scale of the impact (EC, 2015b). This demand is clearly valid to provide 

accountability and transparency, and also to gather evidence to support policy-making. However, 

projects should perform impact assessments not merely for the accountability commitments, but 

also to facilitate knowledge transfer and help others to effect positive change in their own contexts 

(Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). 

Unfortunately, assessing the impact of projects on society is a challenge, including in terms of its 

efficiency and quality, since reliable indicators of results and impacts are limited (EC, 2015b). 

Whereas economic and environmental assessment methods are relatively widespread and have 

been embraced by both academic and corporate spheres, the lack of agreement on the definition 

of social impact and the best way to measure it hampers both the academic debate on social 

impact, as well as the usage of social impact assessment methods (Maas & Liket, 2011). Social 

impacts tend to be more far-reaching and are often difficult to measure and quantify. Furthermore, 

they can also be subjective because there are no clear pathways established between the inputs 

and the outputs. There is no common guideline and, hence, significant variability in the approaches 

followed when performing social impact assessments. 
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The lack of consensus in the social impact assessment field increases ambiguity and complicates 

the generalization of any results obtained from individual studies, making the process of 

consolidating knowledge even more difficult (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019). Some authors have also 

enquired which are the real possibilities of measuring the overall impact of different projects with 

diversified communities, contexts, human and technical resources, partners, and ultimately goals 

(Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). 

The projects on 'Secure, Clean and Efficient Energy' funded by the EU’s H2020 programme, and 

particularly the projects participating in the EC’s BRIDGE initiative, which will be described as a case 

study in the following chapters, intend to perform the social impact assessment of their activities 

in a more coherent and comprehensive manner. However, this assessment of their social impacts 

should also adapt to the specific nature of each project and be sensitive to the complex aspects of 

social reality, such as multi cause-effect relationships, feedback loops, or the interaction between 

a project and its context (van der Waal, 2015). Given the broad characteristics and the 

heterogeneity of the different H2020 projects, not all the analytical dimensions of the assessment 

can offer comparable empirical evidence on the projects’ impact (Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). 

1.2. Problem definition  

In today’s societies, the increase in people’s demand for a variety of products and services, which 

is influenced by technological advancement and fast population growth, requires government and 

policy-makers to respond to the needs of their citizenry by the implementation of programmes and 

projects (Takyi, 2014). In particular, the continuous increase in global energy demand and carbon 

emissions entails the execution of sustainable energy projects. 

These energy projects can create opportunities and benefits for people but, at the same time, they 

can also create harmful effects on society (Vanclay et al., 2015). Social welfare is considered one of 

the main development goals of modern society. Thus, understanding and assessing what could 

increase or undermine people’s well-being is essential for maximising social and economic benefits 

while minimising social and environmental impacts (Sala et al., 2015). 

The human-centred nature of the implementation of energy projects makes it important to include 

societal values, concerns, interests and perceptions in the implementation process (Takyi, 2014). In 

this respect, the term 'social' is more than just another contextual aspect: 'the social' permeates 

our lives (Postma et al., 2012). 
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However, there is no common language to date on social impact measurement. The field has been 

rapidly evolving, with numerous national and international debates taking place inside academia, 

institutions and communities of practice (EU/OECD, 2015), and as basically all studies on the topic 

point out, there is no clear universally accepted definition of 'social impact' (Milotay, 2017). 

The qualitative nature of social impact makes it hard to attach an objective value to the impact and 

to sum the various qualitative expressions of impact (Maas & Liket, 2011). Moreover, while  impact 

measurement can be performed in both quantitative and qualitative terms, there is still a tendency 

towards quantification, which has led to a debate on whether the quantification of social impacts, 

however complex and comprehensive it is, can express the intricate nature of the issues at hand 

(Milotay, 2017). 

As I mentioned before, in contrast to the environmental and economic aspects of sustainability 

assessment, the practice of social impact assessment lacks a broad consensus on adequate impact 

indicators or standardized methods that can be employed across territories and reflect all the 

complexities and uncertainties of the multidimensional circumstances (Petrillo et al., 2016; Milotay, 

2017). Metrics and methodologies to measure social impacts are numerous but incoherent, which 

complicates the task of making the results of the impact reporting useful in decision-making. 

The comparison of social impact data across locations, projects or organizations is difficult, because 

contexts, missions, definitions, measurement approaches and values differ. While for some authors 

it is accepted wisdom that this comparison problem could be solved with better impact methods, 

definitions and standards; Ruff & Olsen (2016) argue that, even though they might work on a small 

scale, common measures do not work as well on a larger scale, when initiatives differ in mission; or 

socio-economic, cultural or geographic context. The more contexts vary, the more likely it is that a 

rigid approach displaces a more insightful one. They also claim, against the standardization of the 

social impact assessment field, that it is preferable to manage variation than to eliminate it. 

Ever changing dynamics of many different dimensions of society, coupled with competing and 

sometimes conflicting perceptions about what constitutes impact for different individual and 

collective actors, accrues also to the inherent complexities of measuring how our activities or 

interventions bring about societal change. Also, monitoring benefits over a long period of time is a 

hard task since, while a project is still ongoing or when it has recently ended, it is not possible to 

observe in full scope what have been the achievements and social impacts with a short distance in 

time (Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). 
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All these debates surrounding social impact and how it can be assessed are embedded in my work. 

This thesis critically appraises existing research on social impact assessment and addresses these 

issues in the context of sustainable energy projects. I aim to contribute to the literature on social 

impact assessment of energy-related projects by exploring its application to an empirical example 

in the context of the EU’s H2020 programme. Additionally, in accordance with the outcomes of the 

previous analyses, I intend to contribute to the development of a comprehensive, yet practical, 

flexible and reliable tool for a methodical assessment of the social impacts of energy projects. 

1.3. Research question 

In this section, I present the research question that follows from the problem definition. I expect 

that the answer to this research question will generate value and have relevance for both academia 

and wider society. As I portrayed before, it is important to evaluate the impacts that projects and 

human interventions have on communities and people’s lives and, subsequently, to take action 

upon the results of such evaluation. In particular, the energy projects that participate in the EU’s 

H2020 programme and the BRIDGE initiative intend to perform the social impact assessment of 

their energy-related activities in a more coherent and comprehensive manner, so as to enhance 

their positive impacts on society and facilitate the comparability and knowledge transfer among 

different projects. However, the managers of these energy projects may find this task confusing 

and hard to accomplish due to the ongoing debates and divided opinions amongst experts in the 

social impact assessment field. For this reason, I find necessary the creation of a methodological 

framework for the social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, that is to say, an 

approach for making explicit and structuring how this task can be performed in the case of projects 

within the sustainable energy sector. Therefore, the main research question that this thesis aims to 

answer is the following: 

« How can the social impacts of energy projects be assessed in a systematic way while  

aiming to encompass the complexity of social dynamics and different contexts? » 

Through answering this research question, I will add a critical perspective to the literature on social 

impact and social impact assessment by comparing and discussing the different attitudes towards 

and interpretations of the subject. Moreover, I will provide insights into the aspects that may be 

preventing the attainment of a common, shared understanding amongst the scholars and 

practitioners of social impact assessment.  
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Furthermore, in relation to the sustainable energy sector, I will contribute to the development of a 

methodological framework, which should be flexible enough to consider the particularities of 

different projects, but at the same time provide a number of necessary steps that enable for their 

social impact assessments to be comparable. With this goal, I will take stock of the social indicators 

and social impact assessment work already done by several H2020 projects, which I will use as an 

empirical case study. If developed further and systematically applied to a large sample of projects, 

the framework could be valuable to find patterns between projects’ approaches and their social 

impacts on the communities (nef, 2012). 

To support my empirical data collection, I will take advantage of the knowledge network provided 

by the sustainable energy projects participating in the EC’s BRIDGE initiative, which allows them to 

exchange experiences, share lessons learned and draw best-practices. This knowledge-sharing task 

should always be included in the backbone of this kind of projects in order to support the growth 

of a strong community of similar projects and, above all, to be able to reach out beyond their circle 

(Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). Instruments to systematically construct a robust evidence base on 

social impacts are usually lacking, because of the methodological challenges, but they can help 

demonstrate whether there is an 'accumulative, larger-scale and longer-term significance' of the 

support for these sustainable energy projects (van der Waal, 2015). 

1.4. Report structure 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 describes the methodology for data 

collection and analysis that I used to give an answer to the research question. It also shows why I 

followed a qualitative research design, combining a systematic literature review approach with field 

research through a strategy of triangulation. Chapter 3 portrays the theoretical embedding of my 

thesis by showing the evolution of the social impact assessment theory and practice into the lively 

academic field that it is today. Then, I proceed to Chapter 4, in which I present the outcomes of my 

empirical case study and I identify the social impact indicators and assessment methods preferred 

by the practitioners in the context of sustainable energy projects, as well as the challenges they 

face. In Chapter Error! Reference source not found., I present my contributions to the development 

of a methodological framework for the social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, 

customised for the characteristics of the projects involved in the BRIDGE initiative. Finally, I 

conclude the thesis in Chapter 6, discussing the implications of my research findings for scholars, 

practitioners and energy project managers, and proposing avenues for future research.  
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2. Methodology 

This exploratory research aims to investigate how the social impact assessment of energy projects 

can be performed in a systematic and methodical way while managing to capture the complexity 

of social dynamics and the different contexts in which these energy projects are embedded. To 

achieve this, I followed an inductive qualitative research design and a strategy of triangulation, 

which involves using and integrating more than one method or source of data in the study of social 

phenomena, resulting in greater confidence in the validity of the research findings (Bryman, 2016). 

This strategy enabled me to analyse the research question from multiple perspectives and to gain 

a better understanding of the numerous ongoing debates surrounding the interpretation of social 

impact and the problems encountered in the practice of social impact assessment, especially in 

energy projects. Henceforth, I explain the reasons why an inductive qualitative research design is 

appropriate for this thesis and, then, I describe the specific methods that I employed. 

Qualitative research techniques rely on inductive, malleable designs aimed at generating meaning 

and producing descriptive data, besides being revised in accord with new learning acquired as the 

research unfolds (Leavy, 2017). Thus, an inductive approach to data gathering and analysis entails 

an ongoing and iterative process of examining and interpreting the research data (Leavy, 2017), 

which provided me with the flexibility to reconsider earlier decisions, make changes in the research 

emphasis, and refine and hone my work throughout the entire research process. 

Qualitative research is a means of exploring people’s subjective experiences. This research process 

allows to build a robust understanding of a topic, unpacking the meanings people ascribe to their 

lives – to activities, situations, circumstances, people, and objects (Creswell & Creswell, 2017); and 

it is particularly useful to learn about a social phenomenon from the perspective of individuals and 

small groups, or to study the meanings embedded in texts. Therefore, I found qualitative research 

especially helpful to analyse the diverse standpoints of the many prior research studies and reports 

on social impact assessment, which would have been shaped by their own pragmatic experiences, 

allowing me to examine the rationale behind the lack of consensus in the social impact assessment 

field. Applying qualitative methods was also beneficial to apprehend the different ways of thinking 

of the multiple stakeholders involved in a sustainable energy project. For instance, as I will discuss 

in later chapters, social impact can be interpreted differently from the point of view of the project 

managers, the engineers or the marketing team. Different people would ascribe different meanings 

and have different attitudes towards social impact, hence the variety of approaches to assess it. 
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For the interpretation of the research findings, I pursued a strategy of triangulation, which consists 

of using multiple methods or sources of data to address the same question (Leavy, 2017). In this 

case, a systematic literature review of the existing literature on social impact assessment has been 

complemented with ethnographic-inspired observations and interviews of participants involved in 

energy projects funded by the EU’s H2020 programme, which served to obtain empirical data to 

corroborate the research outcomes and to build confidence in the conclusions being drawn from 

this study. I describe in more detail both research methods in the following sections: 2.1 Systematic 

literature review and 2.2 Empirical research. 

2.1. Systematic literature review 

In this section, I describe the suitability of the systematic literature review approach as a research 

method for this thesis work. There is already an extensive body of social impact assessment studies 

that appears to lack consistency. My approach to addressing this issue consisted of analysing a large 

collection of prior research studies with the aim of integrating individual findings and establishing 

a detailed understanding of the social impact assessment field by means of a systematic evidence 

synthesis method (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019). 

The systematic literature review process (SLR) is a well-regarded evidence synthesis method, which 

has been defined by Zumsteg et al. (2012) as 'a structured evaluation of the literature with the goal 

of answering a specific research question with a synthesis of the best available evidence'. SLR seeks 

a conceptual consolidation across a fragmented field through the use of systematic data collection 

procedures, descriptive and qualitative data analysis techniques, and theoretically grounded 

synthesis (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). Therefore, considering the numerous debates taking place 

inside the social impact assessment field, I opted for this qualitative research method with the 

intention of contributing to the filling of the conceptual and methodological gap that I identified in 

the field during my preliminary research phase. 

In order to offer a comprehensive analysis of the literature on social impact assessment, I decided 

to apply the SLR method because I considered that it was important to have a methodology that 

could deal with the breadth of this field, which comprises multiple different methods and indicators 

to measure the social impact of projects. I used the most common application of research-synthesis 

methods, which consists of contrasting different methods employed to answer the same question, 

as stated by Burgers et al. (2019). This application of the SLR method focuses on empirical findings 

in a body of literature and on the relationship between variables across studies.  
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My intent in undertaking this SLR was to describe and consolidate the current state of knowledge 

of the social impact assessment field regarding the definitions, indicators and methods available to 

perform such studies, and particularly those with respect to the assessment of sustainable energy 

projects. Moreover, I sought to establish connections in the abundant and disparate literature; to 

identify gaps between different research streams; and, more importantly, to determine the main 

challenges faced by practitioners when applying social impact assessment methods. 

Henceforth, I thoroughly describe all the steps I followed to conduct my SLR, as well as the selection 

criteria I established, since the SLR method is meant to improve the quality of the review process 

and its outcome by following a rigorous and transparent procedure that enables the reader to 

review all the decisions made to screen the selected publications (Pittway, 2008; James et al., 2016). 

Moreover, SLR reduces the subjectivity in drawing conclusions, reveals trends, interconnections 

and gaps in the literature in order to synthesise, organize and evaluate what is known and what is 

unknown within a particular field (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Zamagni et al., 2012; Petti et al., 2018).  

Generally, the systematic review process consists of three main steps: data collection, data analysis, 

and synthesis (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). In the following sub-sections, I describe my approach for 

data collection, which consists of searching various online databases using keywords and selection 

criteria. Subsequently, I present the list of publications identified in the review, which were selected 

according to the objectives of this study and using my previous knowledge of the existing literature 

that I acquired during the preliminary phase of this thesis. 

Successively, I explain how I analysed the data by applying a qualitative coding technique, with the 

support of the software NVivo, and finally, how I synthesised the findings from the data analysis to 

answer the research question. Data synthesis is the primary value‐added product of an SLR since it 

produces new knowledge based on thorough data collection and careful analysis of a mix of results 

from multiple studies (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; James et al., 2016).  

2.1.1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Establishing the inclusion and exclusion criteria for a systematic review consists of specifying which 

kind of publications, data and opinions will be used in the analytical process to answer the research 

question (Zumsteg et al., 2012; Burgers et al., 2019). The main goal of this research was to gather 

evidence related to the social impact assessment field overall, and its application to the sustainable 

energy sector in particular.  
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Therefore, my main inclusion criterion regarded literature including definitions, approaches, trends 

and perspectives on these topics. With this in mind, I decided to focus mostly on academic literature 

from peer-reviewed journals and conference proceedings, because these are considered validated 

knowledge and are likely to have the highest impact in the field (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010); but 

also, to a lesser extent, grey literature. According to Farace et al. (2006), grey literature regards 

information produced on all levels of government, academia, business, and industry not controlled 

by commercial publishing, and includes the following documents: technical and project reports, 

working papers, discussion papers, technical manuals, information sheets, conference papers, and 

theses. In this way, I would obtain knowledge from heterogeneous sources and gather a wide range 

of evidence on the usage of social impact assessment methods. 

In addition, I chose to limit my search to publications written in the English language; but I placed 

no restriction with regards to the country of origin of the study. The included literature covers a 

time span ranging from 2000 to 2020, with the exception of 7 earlier publications depicting the 

origins and first applications of social impact assessment since the 1980s, which are considered to 

have been an incentive and an important practice for the following developments. These criteria 

made it possible to include or exclude sources emerging from the research databases. 

2.1.2. Keywords, search databases and source selection 

The analysed publications were collected through online databases. The main search databases 

that I used were Scopus and ScienceDirect, supplemented by Google Scholar and the Google search 

engine. The search was applied to titles and abstracts, using 'AND/OR' operators. More precisely, 

the research on Scopus and ScienceDirect databases was performed in article title, abstract, and 

keywords; and in Google Scholar selecting 'anywhere in the article'. 

The keywords that I used as a selection criterion for the topic consisted of the following two areas, 

with their respective synonyms: 

▪ Social Impact Assessment OR Social Impact Method OR Social Assessment OR Social Indicators 

OR Social Impact Measurement OR Social Sustainability OR Social Responsibility; AND 

▪ Energy OR Energy Projects OR Energy Technologies OR Sustainable Energy OR Energy Systems 

OR Renewable Energy OR Clean Energy OR Energy Communities. 
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This search resulted in an initial sample of more than 5,000 publications, which is already proof of 

the vast amount of literature on the topic. This sample was set as the basis for future assortment 

and analysis. Then, I followed a structured and objective methodology for screening the literature 

information in order to reduce the size of the sample and determine if an article or a publication 

would be selected as part of the SLR. I carried out the following screening procedure: 1) read the 

article title and keywords, 2) read the abstract, 3) read the introduction and conclusion, and 4) read 

the full text (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019). I performed each step in a sequential manner, continuing 

to the next step only if the previous step did not allow me to determine whether the publication 

should be selected or not.  

By following this procedure, a total of 62 journal articles published between 1981 and 2020 were 

selected, of which 20 included a case study application. An additional number of grey literature 

documents were selected based on references found in the journal articles themselves. The final 

sample of literature reviewed is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. List of publications selected in the SLR. 

Author(s) Year Title 

Latané 1981 The psychology of social impact 

Freudenburg 1986 Social Impact Assessment 

Dietz 1987 Theory and Method in Social Impact Assessment 

Prendergast 1989 Condorcet's canal study: The beginnings of Social Impact Assessment 

ICGP 1994 Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment 

Burdge & Vanclay 1996 Social impact assessment: A contribution to the state of the art series 

Becker 1997 Social impact assessment: method and experience in Europe, North America 
and the developing world 

Emerson, Wachowicz & 
Chun 

2000 Social Return on Investment: Exploring Aspects of Value Creation in the Non-
Profit Sector 

Barrow 2000 Social impact assessment: an introduction 

Burdge 2002 Why is social impact assessment the orphan of the assessment process? 

Gentile 2002 Social Impact Management: A Definition 

Vanclay 2002 Conceptualising social impacts 

Wainwright 2002 Measuring Impact: A Guide to Resources 

Becker & Vanclay 2003 The International Handbook of Social Impact Assessment: conceptual and 
methodological advances 

Burdge 2003a Benefiting from the practice of social impact assessment 

Burdge 2003b The practice of social impact assessment - background 

Dani 2003 From Mitigating Impacts to Improving Outcomes 
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Author(s) Year Title 

Vanclay 2003 International principles for social impact assessment 

Clark, Rosenzweig, Long & 
Olsen 

2004 Double bottom line project report: Assessing social impact in double bottom 
line ventures 

du Pisani & Sandham 2006 Assessing the performance of SIA in the EIA context: A case study of South 
Africa 

Gallego Carrera & Mack 2010 Sustainability assessment of energy technologies via social indicators: Results 
of a survey among European energy experts 

Rinaldo 2010 Getting started in social measurement: A guide to choosing how to measure 
social impact 

Maas & Liket 2011 Social Impact Measurement: Classification of Methods 

Mathur 2011 Social Impact Assessment: A Tool for Planning Better Resettlement 

Rogers, Simmons, 
Convery, & Weatherall 

2011 Social impacts of community renewable energy projects: findings from a 
woodfuel case study 

Vallance, Perkins & Dixon 2011 What is social sustainability? A clarification of concepts 

Esteves, Franks & Vanclay, 2012 Social impact assessment: The state of the art 

Murphy 2012 The social pillar of sustainable development: A literature review and framework 
for policy analysis 

Değirmenci & Evcimen 2013 A critical analysis of the SIA process in Turkey: current problems and 
recommendations for improving the practice of SIA 

WBCSD 2013 Measuring Socio-Economic Impact: A guide for business 

Arce-Gomez, Donovan, & 
Bedggood 

2014 Social impact assessments: Developing a consolidated conceptual framework 
Antonio 

Clifford, Hehenberger & 
Fantini 

2014 Proposed approaches to social impact measurement in European Commission 
legislation and in practice relating to EuSEFs and the EaSI 

Epstein & Yuthas 2014 Measuring and Improving Social Impacts A Guide for Nonprofits, Companies, 
and Impact Investors 

Jacquet 2014 A Short History of Social Impact Assessment 

Mass & Liket 2014 Classifying Social Impact Measurement Frameworks 

Muir & Bennett 2014 The Compass: Your Guide to Social Impact Measurement 

Takyi 2014 Review of Social Impacts Assessment (SIA): Approach, Importance, Challenges 
and Policy Implications 

Sala et al. 2015 Social Life Cycle Assessment: State of the art and challenges for supporting 
product policies 

European Union/OECD 2015 Policy Brief on social impact measurement for social enterprises: Policies for 
social entrepreneurship 

Vanclay et al. 2015 Social Impact Assessment: Guidance for assessing and managing the social 
impacts of projects 

Delicado, Figueiredo, & 
Silva 

2016 Community perceptions of renewable energies in Portugal: Impacts on 
environment, landscape and local development 

Florman & Klingler-Vidra 2016 A critical evaluation of social impact assessment methodologies and a call to 
measure economic and social impact holistically through the External Rate of 
Return platform 

Petrillo et al. 2016 Life cycle assessment (LCA) and life cycle cost (LCC) analysis model for a stand-
alone hybrid renewable energy system 

Ruff & Olsen 2016 The Next Frontier in Social Impact Measurement Isn’t Measurement at All 
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Author(s) Year Title 

Spector et al. 2016 Impact Measurement in the Clean Energy Sector 

Dufour 2017 State of the art in social impact measurement: methods for work integration 
social enterprises measuring their impact in a public context 

Milotay 2017 Measuring social impact in the EU 

Smyth & Vanclay 2017 The Social Framework for Projects: a conceptual but practical model to assist in 
assessing, planning and managing the social impacts of projects 

Vasiljevska & Gras 2017 Assessment framework for projects of common interest in the field of smart 
grids 

Kvam 2018 Social Impact Assessment: Integrating Social Issues in Development Projects 

Lucchetti, Arcese, 
Traverso, & Montauti 

2018 S-LCA applications: a case studies analysis 

Rainock, Everett, Pack, 
Dahlin, & Mattson 

2018 The social impacts of products: a review 

Spierling, Knüpffer, 
Behnsen et al. 

2018 Bio-based plastics - A review of environmental, social and economic impact 
assessments 

Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019 Systematic Map of the Social Impact Assessment Field 

Colvin, Bradd Witt, Lacey, 
& Witt 

2019 The community cost of consultation: Characterising the qualitative social 
impacts of a wind energy development that failed to proceed in Tasmania, 
Australia 

Parsons, Everingham & 
Kemp 

2019 Developing social impact assessment guidelines in a pre-existing policy context 

Klingler-Vidra 2019 Social Impact: Origins and Evolution of the Term 

Terrapon-Pfaff, Fink, 
Viebahn & Mostafa Jamea 

2019 Social impacts of large-scale solar thermal power plants: Assessment results for 
the NOOR O I power plant in Morocco 

Gulakov, Vanclay, Ignatev 
& Arts 

2020 Challenges in meeting international standards in undertaking social impact 
assessment in Russia 

Karytsas, Mendrinos & 
Karytsas 

2020 Measurement methods of socioeconomic impacts of renewable energy projects 

Kunkel & Hall 2020 Improving site assessment tools in emerging technologies: The case of highway 
vertical-axis wind turbines in the United States 

Vanclay 2020 Reflections on Social Impact Assessment in the 21st century 

 

In Table 1, I present an extensive collection of literature on social impact assessment that shows 

the evolution of the field since its origins until its current state of development. It can be observed 

from the titles that up to 2003 the literature is mainly focused on describing and conceptualising 

social impact assessment. After this moment, plenty of literature proposing approaches, methods 

and indicators emerged, as well as discussion about clashing perspectives on how to assess social 

impacts. I also include several case studies focusing on the social impacts of energy projects. 

In this thesis, I use the acronym 'SIA' to refer only to one specific (the first developed) social impact 

assessment method, among the multiple available nowadays. To avoid possible confusion, I decided 

to not use the acronym 'SIA' to refer to the social impact assessment field as a whole. 
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2.1.3. Data analysis: coding 

As mentioned above, qualitative research is inductive, with codes and themes developing out of a 

recursive process wherein I collected and analysed some data, I developed new insights, and then 

I used those insights to inform the next round of data collection and analysis. These steps were 

repeated cyclically until I reached the saturation point, at which I was not learning new information, 

and I was even beginning to lose clarity of the big picture (Leavy, 2017; Braun & Clarke, 2019). Thus, 

the saturation point indicated me when it was time to cease the data collection and start focusing 

exclusively on the process of data analysis and interpretation. In this thesis, I made use of a coding 

process to analyse the qualitative data I gathered. I coded independently two sets of data: from the 

SLR and from the field research (observations and interviews). 

A code is 'a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, 

or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data'. Coding permits data to be 

'segregated, grouped, regrouped and relinked to consolidate meaning and explanation'. One of the 

primary goals of coding is to find repetitive patterns in the data and 'search for ideas that help 

explain why those patterns are there in the first place' (Saldaña, 2013). Thus, coding is a method 

that has enabled me to organize and group data into categories, and to analyse their connections. 

According to Creswell & Creswell (2017), when the categories are compared with each other and 

consolidated, 'the researcher can begin to transcend the reality of the data and progress toward 

the thematic, conceptual, and theoretical'. In this sense, themes emerged as an outcome of my 

coding, categorization, and analytic reflection on the data I collected.  

Specifically, I used 'initial coding', also known as 'open coding', as a first cycle, open-ended approach 

to coding my data. Initial coding consists of breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, 

closely examining them, and comparing them for similarities and differences (Saldaña, 2013); and 

it is particularly appropriate for beginning qualitative researchers, like myself, learning how to code 

data, ethnographies, and studies with a wide variety of data forms (e.g. interview transcripts, field 

notes, journals, documents, etc). Subsequently, I used second cycle coding methods to reorganise 

and reanalyse the data coded through the first cycle method in order to develop a smaller and more 

select list of categories and themes. My goal was to reassemble the data that were 'split' during the 

initial coding process. Thus, I started with 'focused coding', which categorizes coded data based on 

thematic or conceptual similarity; and then, I applied 'axial coding', which extends the analytic work 

from initial coding and focused coding by describing a category’s properties and dimensions and 

exploring how the categories and subcategories relate to each other (Saldaña, 2013). 
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These properties and dimensions of a category refer to components as the contexts, conditions, 

interactions, and consequences of a process – actions that let the researcher know 'if, when, how, 

and why' something happens (Charmaz, 2006). Hence, this closer look at the characteristics of and 

relations between categories allowed me to unfurl the intricacies of the social impact assessment 

field. Overall, these categories and themes are 'the form of capturing the phenomenon one tries to 

understand' (Saldaña, 2013). In this thesis, the main themes that emerged from my qualitative data 

analysis were the following: 'competing definitions and perceptions of social impact', 'ongoing 

debates on social impact assessment', 'social impact assessment methods and indicators available', 

'social acceptance' and 'community engagement and participation'.  

To help with this coding process, I decided to work with NVivo, a Computer-Assisted Qualitative 

Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), keeping in mind that the software itself does not actually code 

the data for you. Nevertheless, the CAQDAS efficiently stores, organizes, manages, and reconfigures 

the data to facilitate human analytic reflection, which was of great assistance for my research. 

In Chapter 3, I synthesise the results I obtained from my systematic literature review, namely my 

analytical reflection on the abovementioned themes; and then I integrate them with my empirical 

findings in Chapter 4. 

2.1.4. Interpretation 

The interpretation phase consists of making sense and developing a meaning out of the coded data. 

This is addressed by using memo notes, looking for patterns across the data, keeping track of 

anomalous data, and finding relationships between the different categories, concepts, and themes. 

I want to highlight the importance of analytic memo writing, which allows reflecting on the coding 

process and code choices; how the process of inquiry is taking shape; and the emergent patterns, 

categories, themes and concepts in the collected data. 

The opportunity to reflect on any problems with the analytic work being done by writing about it 

helped me to generate solutions to my dilemmas. Also, it is a way to raise provocative questions 

for continued reflection and to expand on the complexity of the social world I am observing. For 

example, the emergence of themes such as 'community engagement' was initially unclear for me, 

since it seemed to be somewhat out of the scope of my study; however, asking myself about the 

reasons for this topic to be manifesting itself, and looking further into the matter, led to interesting 

findings that I will discuss in later chapters. 
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2.2. Empirical research 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, I adopted a strategy of triangulation for integrating 

several methods and sources of data to answer my research question. Therefore, in addition to the 

SLR, which uses qualitative content analysis to understand the meanings that circulate in texts, I 

used field research and interviews to gather and analyse empirical data from sustainable energy 

projects within the EU’s H2020 programme and the BRIDGE initiative. This empirical research will 

enable the validation of the findings extracted from the SLR, as well as the identification of aspects 

(categories, themes, concepts) of the social impact assessment theory and practice that I may have 

overlooked while investigating the literature. 

In the following sub-sections, I first describe the characteristics of the EC’s BRIDGE initiative and the 

EU-funded energy projects involved in it, which I have been able to use as a case study for this thesis 

thanks to the participation of TU/e in one of these projects (i.e. MUSE GRIDS project); and then I 

explain the methodology that I employed for the data collection and analysis, consisting primarily 

of open-ended and semi-structured interviews along with surveys and observations. 

2.2.1. Case study: the BRIDGE initiative 

BRIDGE is an initiative of the European Commission that unites R&I projects in the areas of Smart 

Grids, Energy Storage, Islands, and Digitalisation to create a structured view of cross-cutting issues 

encountered in their demonstration projects and may constitute an obstacle to innovation. The 

BRIDGE initiative was established in 2016 and currently brings together 64 projects for a total EU 

funding of approximately 670 M€, granted by the H2020 programme. It aims to foster cooperation 

and exchange of knowledge, experiences, and best practices among its members. All with the goal 

to increase the impact that these projects make in the 'real world' to speed up the energy transition 

(BRIDGE, 2020). 

BRIDGE seeks to provide field experience, feedback and lessons learned from the participating 

projects to help overcome the barriers to effective innovation. Projects can learn from each other 

and gather coordinated, balanced and coherent recommendations to strengthen the messages and 

maximize their impacts towards policy-makers. The initiative is structured with four working groups 

(i.e. Data Management, Business Model, Regulation, Customer Engagement) and three task forces 

(i.e. Energy Communities, Replicability & Scalability Analysis, Joint Communication) to deliver these 

recommendations about the future exploitation of the results with a single voice (BRIDGE, 2020). 
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TU/e is involved in one of these projects, the MUSE GRIDS project, and provides insights particularly 

to the Customer Engagement working group and the Energy Communities task force. MUSE GRIDS 

focuses on multi-energy management systems, in the context of local energy communities, and 

aims to be an industry and social-driven lighthouse inspiration project for the energy transition by 

demonstrating, in two weakly connected areas (demo sites), a set of solutions towards local energy 

independency via the promotion of a smart energy system (MUSE GRIDS, 2018). 

This project is also supported by the European Energy Research Alliance (EERA) and will give insights 

to the European Technology and Innovation Platform for Smart Networks for the Energy Transition 

(ETIP SNET) and the Smart Cities Information System (SCIS). These platforms and associations play 

a similar role to BRIDGE, with different focuses; also promote the EU's energy transition strategies; 

and make collaborative efforts to find potential synergies, gaps and complementarities in the areas 

which will contribute to their energy vision for 2050. For instance, the objective of one of EERA’s 

Joint Programmes is to 'further develop and harmonize the indicators and methodologies used to 

evaluate the social impacts of energy technologies' (Nigris et al., 2019). Therefore, this underlines 

the timeliness and relevance of the creation of a methodological framework that I am exploring in 

this thesis since other organisations beyond BRIDGE are struggling with similar assessment issues. 

This thesis work will exploit the benefits that come with the international collaboration network 

that the EC’s BRIDGE initiative represents and will remain of relevance for multiple partners. BRIDGE 

gathers a total of 64 H2020 projects, involving 713 organisations from 38 EU and non-EU countries. 

Although only representatives sit in BRIDGE, and not all the organisations take part actively, there 

is nonetheless a large number of many different types of stakeholders involved, such as regulated 

transmission and distribution operators (TSOs and DSOs), technology providers (power, storage and 

ICT), electricity market players, R&I actors (research centres, universities, etc.), consumers and local 

energy communities (BRIDGE, 2020).  

The EU needs to demonstrate the performance, impact and added value of its funding programmes, 

such as H2020, which has a budget of nearly €80 billion to fund projects from 2014-2020 (EC, 2019). 

Thus, the H2020 projects participating in the BRIDGE initiative are generally required to perform an 

evaluation of the social impacts of their energy-related activities, which entails gathering and 

analysing evidence to support decision-making, but they face the challenge posed by the lack of 

consensus in the social impact assessment field. This is a cross-cutting issue that may constitute an 

obstacle to innovation, which the BRIDGE initiative is meant to resolve. 
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Therefore, with my research, I aim to help find a solution to this issue by exploring the creation of 

a methodological framework to perform the social impact assessment more coherently and 

comprehensively. Achieving this would be useful to enable the comparability and knowledge 

transfer among different BRIDGE projects, to keep up their commitment in the longer-term, and 

ultimately to improve the positive social impacts of existing and future energy projects. So far, to 

the extent of my knowledge, the methodological gap that I have detected in the social impact 

assessment field has hampered an adequate comparison and exchange of experiences and know-

how among the BRIDGE projects, which detriments their motivation for performing this task over 

time and prevents them from maximising their beneficial effect on society. 

I learned about how these energy projects approach the social aspects of their activities by using 

the projects involved with the BRIDGE initiative as an empirical case study and conducting field 

research. In the following sub-section of this chapter, I describe in more detail the methodology I 

employed to gather and analyse the empirical data. 

2.2.2. Field research 

Field research is the oldest qualitative genre, and it is often used interchangeably with the term 

'ethnography' in the literature; however, they have slightly different meanings. 'Field research' 

takes place in natural settings, resulting in an 'ethnography', which refers to writing about culture 

(Leavy, 2017). Therefore, my field research aimed for an ethnography of social impact assessment 

in the natural setting of the energy-related BRIDGE projects. 

This approach relies on the researcher engaging in direct observations of people in their natural 

settings in order to understand social life from the perspective of the participants. Ethnographers 

aim to describe the culture in which the research participants are enmeshed (Leavy, 2017). For this 

thesis, I needed to understand and gather empirical data about the perspectives of the partners of 

the different BRIDGE projects on how the social impacts of their activities are being assessed. 

The success of ethnographic research is bound to the ability to gain access to the setting and build 

productive relationships in the field. The first issue to consider is gaining entrance; there can be 

formal and informal gatekeepers. In order to collect data, it is necessary to develop rapport with 

the participants in the setting. Some of them may become key informants who share not only their 

own experiences but also introduce other possible participants or provide an overview picture of 

people and activities in the setting (Crang & Cook, 2007; Leavy, 2017). 
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In this case, it is through the involvement of TU/e in the MUSE GRIDS project that I had access to 

different layers of actors and stakeholders implicated in the BRIDGE initiative. This entails that I was 

able to attend the two-day BRIDGE General Assembly, the online kick-off meeting of the recently 

renamed 'Consumers and Citizen Engagement' working group and the three-day field trip organised 

to the two MUSE GRIDS virtual demo sites in Spain. More details about these events and meetings 

can be found in Table 3. 

2.2.2.1. Participatory and non-participatory observations 

The primary research methods in this qualitative genre are participatory observation, which 

requires the researcher to engage in the activities of the participants; and non-participatory 

observation, where the researcher observes the participants in the setting without engaging in the 

same activities (Leavy, 2017). For the sake of this thesis, I did field research by means of both 

participatory and non-participatory observations of the actions of several members of BRIDGE. At 

the annual BRIDGE General Assembly, held on February 2020 in Brussels, I took on the role of 

observer-as-participant, which gave me the chance to meet and have informal conversations with 

partners of multiple H2020 projects involved in the BRIDGE initiative, as well as to listen to 

discussions about the intricacies of the projects’ tasks during the different plenary and parallel 

sessions. This event served me as a starting point to build a network of contacts to whom refer as 

informants during the next research phase. I was also able to do a survey among the participants 

to one of the parallel sessions. 

Furthermore, I joined a field visit to the two MUSE GRIDS virtual demo sites in Spain: one in an 

urban district in the city of Valladolid, and the other in a small, rural and weakly-connected area in 

Palencia. During these visits, we had meetings with several project partners and representatives of 

local citizen groups. My full command of the local language facilitated the communication with the 

participants. In this case, the role of participant allowed me to gain first-hand experience of how 

social research is actually done in this kind of projects. 

On the other hand, the kick-off meeting with the 'Consumers and Citizen Engagement' working 

group took place virtually on 29th April 2020 due to the coronavirus pandemic. For this reason, less 

direct interactions with the attendants were possible but, in any case, I was capable of collecting 

useful information about the new plan they were proposing for the coming two years, especially 

because the specific topic of 'measurement and assessment tools' was selected as one of the pieces 

of the problem to be tackled by this working group.  
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2.2.2.2. Semi-structured interviews 

In addition to observations, analysis and impressions, researchers may also interview participants. 

There are numerous interview methods available to qualitative researchers, including in-depth, 

semi-structured, and focus groups. In general, interview methods use conversation as a learning 

tool and are widespread across disciplines, since people are naturally conversational. As a research 

method, an interview is an event that is likely pre-planned, and its structure can range from 

unstructured to semi-structured to highly structured (Crang & Cook, 2007). For this thesis, I decided 

to conduct open-ended and semi-structured interviews, in which the questions do not have a 

predetermined set of acceptable responses. Rather, participants can use their own language, 

provide long and detailed responses if they choose, and go in any direction they want in response 

to the questions (Leavy, 2017). This form of interviewing has some degree of order but still ensures 

flexibility (Besen-Cassino & Cassino, 2018); for instance, I could spontaneously ask the participants 

to expand on an interesting comment, if I considered it would provide me useful insights. 

A benefit of face-to-face interviews is the opportunity to build rapport, pick up on visual cues, and 

use gestures. However, in-person interviews will not always possible (due to resources, geographic 

location, etc.). In my case, regardless of the current coronavirus pandemic, the individuals to be 

interviewed were located in different countries across Europe. Therefore, given the wide range of 

distant communication technologies available nowadays, I chose to conduct my interviews via video 

conferencing. Although not identical to face-to-face experiences, online interviews allowed me to 

speak to people whom I would not have been able to reach in person. 

To gather empirical data about the perspectives of project partners on how the social impacts of 

their activities are assessed, and to supplement the information I gathered through observations, 

surveys and informal chats, I conducted 9 semi-structured interviews with partners involved in one 

or more energy projects collaborating with the BRIDGE initiative. These interviews were recorded 

and transcribed for analysis. I decided to stop interviewing when I felt that I had reached the point 

of saturation, at which subsequent interviews provided me little to no new information or insights. 

Although each partner interviewed could give specific details about their activities that varied from 

project to project, after attending the meetings described above and conducting 9 interviews, the 

contributions from the new participants were not providing me new knowledge concerning the way 

in which the social impacts of energy projects are assessed and the challenges that are faced by the 

project partners involved in the BRIDGE initiative when executing this task. 
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According to the APA referencing guidelines, interviews are not considered recoverable data, so no 

reference to these will be included in the reference list. However, they can be referenced as in-text 

citations. In the subsequent chapters of this thesis I will refer to interviews as 'interview', followed 

with the role of the interviewee and the interview date, in a parenthetical citation. To presentations 

and confidential documents, I will refer as 'personal communication', also followed with the date.  

Moreover, a full overview of my empirical data collection can be found in Table 3, in chronological 

order, including details about the research participants in the events and meetings that I attended; 

the results of the survey I conducted; and the kind of company and job position of the interviewees, 

as well as the BRIDGE projects in which they are involved (see Table 3 and Table 4 in Table 3). 

2.2.2.3. Field notes and empirical data analysis 

Moreover, field research involves engaging in a process of systematic note-taking. Field notes are 

the written or recorded notes of the observations in the field – they are the data. Numerous types 

of field notes may be collected, such as those labelled thick descriptions, summary notes, reflexivity 

notes, on-the-fly notes, conversation and interview notes, and interpretation notes (Leavy, 2017). 

As I similarly emphasized in the previous section, it is important to also mention memo notes, which 

helped me to develop ideas about the field notes, synthesise the data, integrate ideas, and discern 

relationships within the data. In addition to these empirical data, textual material such as grey 

literature, websites and documents of the H2020 programme, the BRIDGE initiative, MUSE GRIDS 

and other projects connected to BRIDGE were also used as sources to obtain an extensive set of 

empirical data useful for this thesis. 

Given the abundance of data produced, it is vital to have a good organizational system and to 

classify the field notes regularly. I typed and filed my relevant handwritten notes in an electronic 

database in order to make easier the subsequent analysis and interpretation work. Following the 

technique described before, in section 2.1.3 Data analysis, the empirical data were coded in an 

inductive manner, with themes becoming apparent from the transcripts and documents while I was 

reading and analysing them. In this case, apart from the previously described coding methods, I also 

used 'in vivo coding', also labelled 'literal coding', in which codes refer to the actual language found 

in the qualitative data record, 'the terms used by participants themselves' (Saldaña, 2013). Thanks 

to this 'in vivo' coding, I was able to keep my empirical data rooted in the interviewees’ own voices 

and meanings. Similarly as before, I worked with the support of the NVivo CAQDAS to facilitate the 

organisation and analysis of the empirical data I collected. 
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2.2.3. Triangulation and analysis 

As explained at the start of this chapter, I pursued a strategy of triangulation for the interpretation 

of my research findings. This strategy enabled me to explore, reflect upon and make sense of the 

themes emerging from the analysis by looking at the research question from multiple perspectives, 

which served to build confidence in the validity of this study. Therefore, I combined a systematic 

literature review of the existing literature on social impact assessment and field research methods, 

such as ethnographic-inspired observations, surveys and open-ended, semi-structured interviews.  

This triangulation allowed me to evaluate and gain a better understanding of the multiple ongoing 

debates surrounding the social impact assessment field and the different perceptions and 

challenges encountered in the practice of social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, 

in particular among the partners involved in energy projects within the EU’s H2020 programme and 

the BRIDGE initiative. In Chapter 4, I present my findings and the synthesis of the results from the 

integration of the SLR and the empirical research methods. 

In brief, in this chapter, I have described the methodology of this thesis, in which I have followed 

an exploratory research approach. This approach consisted of an inductive qualitative research 

design and a strategy of triangulation to integrate a systematic literature review (SLR) method and 

various field research methods (ethnographic observations, surveys, and interviews). Therefore, I 

obtained data from both literature and the case study of the energy-related BRIDGE projects. My 

analytical reflection on this collection of data helped me answer the research question of this thesis. 

My answer to the question of 'how the social impacts of energy projects can be assessed in a 

systematic way while aiming to encompass the complexity of social dynamics and different contexts' 

is depicted in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. 

Saldaña (2013) remarked an intriguing way to conceptualize the contemplation of qualitative data 

that I find particularly interesting and pertinent for my thesis, as it states that 'writing about the 

problematic, the ambiguous, and the complex is no guarantee that crystal clarity will evolve, but 

the approach is a heuristic that may lead to deeper awareness of the multifaceted social world, and 

serve as an initiating tactic to refocus the blurry'. Related to this statement, I would like to note at 

this point that I do not intend to solve all the ongoing debates and disagreements in the social 

impact assessment field, but to bring some clarity and focus to the task of assessing the social 

impacts of projects in the area of sustainable, low-carbon and affordable energy. 
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3. Theoretical embedding 

In this chapter, I aim to uncover the many different ways in which social impact is understood and 

how this diversity influenced the social impact assessment methods that are available nowadays. 

In doing this, I place this thesis in its theoretical context, based on my systematic review of the body 

of literature on social impact assessment. 

In one of the oldest articles I reviewed, Freudenburg (1986) explains that social impact assessment 

is a hybrid, an offspring both of social science and of the policy-making process. While social impact 

assessment has a long history, its emergence as a field of study and practice is relatively recent, a 

response to society's increased concern with environmental degradation and the social implications 

of technology. It is also observed by Takyi (2014) that the complexity of social dynamics and the 

tumultuous historical origins of the social impact assessment field reflect in the ambiguity of the 

concept, approach and techniques used in undertaking the assessment of social impacts. 

Therefore, in the first section of this chapter, I explore the historical roots and evolution of the term 

'social impact' and its assessment. Then, in the subsequent sections, I proceed to explain how the 

social impact assessment field developed with multiple ongoing debates around it, and what are 

the implications that these controversies have had on its definition and the current approaches, 

techniques and indicators for its assessment. 

3.1. Origins and evolution of social impact assessment 

As a result of my literature review, I identified several key milestones in the history of social impact 

assessment. In this section, I aim to guide the reader through these decisive moments that shaped 

the social impact assessment field as we know it today. Originally developed in the 1970s in the US, 

the practice of social impact assessment has greatly changed and expanded since this time. 

In essence, by looking into the history of social impact assessment, I will show that the concept of 

social impact has been applied for the last 50 years, originally through legal requirements vis-à-vis 

development projects in the US, and gradually evolving into a management tool at international 

level. There have been remarkable advances in the theory and practice of social impact assessment 

since the 1970s. Nevertheless, I will also describe how the evolution of social impact assessment in 

the shadow of environmental impact assessment, and the difficulty of making precise, quantifiable, 

reliable forecasts of complex social scenarios, have incumbered an harmonious emergence of the 

social impact assessment field. 
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The language of 'social impact' is ill-defined and the field is fragmented, hence the ambiguity and 

heterogeneity in the application of social impact assessment. This is a consequence of the historical 

development of the field, which I present henceforth. 

3.1.1. Early developments alongside environmental impact assessment 

According to Klingler-Vidra (2019), the term 'social impact' was first used in 1969 at a Yale University 

seminar on the ethical responsibilities of institutional investors. The aim of this seminar was to 

consider the social and environmental aspects of investment activities, beyond merely the financial 

return on investment. In the following year, the US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 

1970 articulated a set of practices and procedures called the Social Impact Assessment (SIA1). 

Contemporary SIA arguably began in the early 1970s alongside the rise of Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) in response to the formal requirements of the NEPA. However, various authors – 

notably Burdge & Vanclay (1996) and Becker (1997) – have argued that the consideration of social 

impacts existed long before the NEPA. For example, a canal study carried out in the Somme Valley 

between 1775 and 1776 by the French philosopher Marquis de Condorcet is believed to be the first 

SIA (Prendergast, 1989), but some forms of SIA have also been traced as early back as 1640, staged 

by statesman Johan de Witt in the Netherlands (Barrow, 2000). 

Nevertheless, according to the standard account, modern social impact assessment emerged much 

later. It was partly due to research started in the 1950s by anthropologists and sociologists who 

wanted to fully consider the impacts or consequences of development processes and the possible 

negative side-effects they may carry. But primarily it emerged as a response to new environmental 

legislation established in the US during the 1970s (Mathur, 2011). 

Through the NEPA, the filing of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was required for nearly 

all major land-use decisions made by US government agencies (Jacquet, 2014). The prevalence of 

social impact predictive measurement and reporting increased exponentially in the US in the 1970s 

since SIA was institutionalized as an applied speciality responsible for one component of the EIAs 

mandated by the NEPA: to capture the potential socio-economic impact of large-scale, industrial 

land-uses. The orientation of these EISs was negative, in other words, projects were presumed to 

negatively affect the environment and the local communities (Mathur, 2011; Klingler-Vidra, 2019). 

 
1 In this thesis, as in most of the reviewed literature, I use the acronym 'SIA' to refer only to one specific (the first 
developed) social impact assessment method, among the multiple available in the field nowadays. To avoid possible 
confusion, I decided to not use the acronym 'SIA' to refer to the social impact assessment field as a whole. 
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This formalization of SIA in terms of legal requirements in the US is clearly linked to the spread of 

similar legislation and thinking around the world (Esteves et al., 2012). Like EIA, SIA originally 

operated largely as a regulatory tool, although only a few jurisdictions formally required it, which 

impaired its international take-up in comparison to EIA (Parsons et al., 2019; Vanclay, 2020). 

3.1.2. Divergence from EIA and shift from a regulatory to a management tool 

Initially, SIA attempted to emulate EIA as much as possible and was often done as part of EIA, usually 

badly (Morgan, 2012; Vanclay et al., 2015) because this approach led to the misconception that the 

consideration of social effects is only necessary if these result from environmental impacts (du 

Pisani & Sandham, 2006). The application of environmental impact approaches to assess social 

impacts unfortunately derived in significant technical challenges, as social impacts tend to be more 

far-reaching than environmental impacts, which are usually more focused in the locations being 

studied (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019). 

There has been an intense debate among SIA theorists on whether it should be practised separately 

from, or integrated with, other impact assessments (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). Some have seen 

it as an integral component of EIA, others hold it to be a separate process (Barrow, 2000). According 

to Dani (2003), 'SIA has been hamstrung by its attempt to ride on the coat-tails of EIA; for SIA to 

realize its full potential it needs to go beyond the environmental paradigm'. 

Over time, the practice of SIA diverged from EIA due to the growing realisation that social issues 

fundamentally differ from biophysical environmental issues and that they should be managed in 

very different ways (Vanclay et al., 2015). Through the systematic literature review, I found that the 

body of literature on social impact assessment changed and expanded to become a field of research 

and practice that focused on the effective management of social issues at all the phases of a project, 

in terms of achieving better outcomes for affected communities. This meant there was a shift in SIA 

from being a regulatory tool to primarily being a management tool relevant for the proponents 

(both commercial or public sector developers) who initiated and implemented projects,  the 

financiers or investors, the affected communities and the licencing agencies (Vanclay, 2020).  

3.1.3. International upsurge of the field in the 1990s 

Although the US was the early mover in SIA, the volume of their SIA reporting activities started to 

decline from the mid-1980s. This was a result of a reduction in the number of large energy-related 

projects undertaken in the US, derived from a dramatic drop in oil prices (Jacquet, 2014). 
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In the meantime, SIA became much more important in international contexts when international 

organisations, such as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund, began implementing 

strict socio-economic monitoring and impact assessment protocols on the development projects 

that they funded from the 1990s onwards. The aim of their monitoring and evaluation was to 

demonstrate the effects their investment and technical capacity building efforts were having on 

local communities (Jacquet, 2014; Klingler-Vidra, 2019). 

Additional agencies, such as the United Nations and the World Health Organization, many national 

governments, as well as the European Union, also started requiring social impact assessment 

processes for most of their large-scale projects (Burdge, 2003b). However, the international context 

was much more varied in the types and scopes of social impact assessment required or preferred 

than in the US, where a set of strict and uniform legal requirements was followed (Jacquet, 2014). 

Therefore, a broad array of textbooks, reports, manuals, protocols, and the like, were produced to 

guide SIA practitioners in international applications (Becker & Vanclay, 2003), with such guidebooks 

often embracing general principles, as opposed to strict guidelines (Jacquet, 2014). 

The early 1990s witnessed an upsurge in frameworks and guidelines on how to implement social 

impact assessment. Most notably, the Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines and Principles 

(ICGP) for Social Impact Assessment, embodying various scholarly and professional organizations in 

the US, published the first Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment (1994). This 

publication was a milestone because it represented agreement as to the core procedures and broad 

understanding of social impact assessment at that time and it filled a gap between the government 

reporting requirements and the expertise needed to account for social impacts. 

The publication of these first guidelines in 1994 enabled general guidance, but it was clearly based 

on the US regulatory framework (Esteves et al., 2012). Therefore, over time, there was considerable 

interest in producing international guidelines. A task force was established for this objective in 

1997, and they created the International Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment 

(Vanclay, 2003). It became evident for this task force that, in international contexts without the 

regulatory requirements of the US, SIA had a wider purpose, as a mechanism that could be effective 

in the absence of regulation, being able to deal with multiple regulations, and also enhancing the 

outcomes of projects (Klingler-Vidra, 2019). As I will show later in this chapter, the differences in 

the worldviews between these two documents (the US vs. international) developed into a debate 

that is still dividing the social impact assessment field at the present time. 
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3.1.4. Proliferation of social impact assessment methods in the 21st century  

Since the beginning of the 21st century, a vast array of methods intended to measure, manage and 

report on social impact have been developed. This proliferation of methods was a response to a 

greater acknowledgement of social impact assessment as a valuable tool in the quest to attain 

sustainable development, and an increasing demand for corporate social responsibility. However, 

not only were these new methods well beyond the NEPA requirements but also significantly more 

heterogeneous in their approach (Florman & Klingler-Vidra, 2016). According to Mathur (2011), the 

assessment of social issues has become mainstream within the industry, although with some 

resistance and variation across sectors. Even if still not adequately done, social impact assessment 

is now demanded by most international financial institutions, and it is also a legal requirement in 

some countries (Vanclay, 2020).  

However, during this period, not only has there been an expansion of the actors involved in social 

impact assessment, but also of the concept of 'social impact'. Klingler-Vidra (2019) related the 

notion of social impact to the advent of Porter & Kramer's (2006) 'shared value' business approach 

to solving social issues profitably. Furthermore, Klingler-Vidra (2019) also observed that the term 

did not really find salience until the onset of the global financial crisis in 2008, which propelled 

society’s interest in businesses and projects that did not merely generate financial profits for the 

shareholders but that were more socially and environmentally impactful. 

Besides this growing awareness of benefit sharing and shared value, I also found that the last few 

decades have presented several other emerging trends and significant changes in international 

understandings that have influenced the practice of social impact assessment. On the one hand, 

the prominence of human rights increased, specifically with the unanimous endorsement of the 

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP, 2011), that established 

that all organisations have a responsibility to respect the human rights. On the other hand, there is 

more recognition within companies and projects that social impacts are actual business risks, not a 

mere nuisance. Social impacts can be critical issues, which therefore need to be properly identified 

and managed. Furthermore, the concept of 'social licence to operate' has become an established 

element of the language of business (Vanclay et al., 2015). This metaphorical expression refers to 

the level of acceptance of a project and highlights the increased awareness of the importance of 

social issues. Project managers and organization now realize that they need to meet more than just 

the legal requirements, they also need to consider the expectations of a wide range of stakeholders, 

including international NGOs and local communities (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2020). 
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As a result of the expansion of the understanding of the concept of 'social impact' and the number 

of actors involved in the social impact assessment field since the beginning of the century, more 

than 150 different methodologies have been developed for wide usage within the academic field, 

in addition to the thousands of corporations that have each developed their own approach to 

conceptualising and measuring social impact (Florman & Klingler-Vidra, 2016). Mass & Liket (2014) 

warn that current frameworks are based on different notions of social impact and that, while some 

may be quite objective, it is wise to bear in mind that they may have been designed to narrowly 

serve the purposes of those who promoted their development, they often lack empirical evidence 

of their efficacy and validity. Moreover, the advancement of these numerous and heterogeneous 

ways to measure social impact has led to conflicting opinions on which one is more appropriate for 

conducting a thorough social impact assessment (Klingler-Vidra, 2019). 

Summarizing, in this section, I have shown the origins of social impact assessment in the shadow of 

environmental impact assessment and its subsequent historical development without a unique set 

of guidelines. The theory and practice of social impact assessment have significantly evolved in the 

past decades, as well as the general awareness about its importance. However, multiple debates 

surrounded the development of the social impact assessment field and hindered its consolidation. 

The expansion of the notion of social impact without a clear orientation promoted the creation of 

a myriad of frameworks and methodologies, which causes confusion among the practitioners. As a 

consequence of this convoluted history, the language of social impact is ill-defined and the field is 

fragmented, which led to ambiguity in the application of social impact assessment. Many of the 

debates emerged since the beginnings of the social impact assessment history and are still ongoing 

nowadays. I will describe these debates in detail later in this chapter. The greatest of these debates, 

which mutually influence each other, is the definition of social impact. In the next section, I present 

a variety of definitions of the term 'social impact' and other related terms. 

3.2. Social impact definitions and assessment methods 

In my literature review, I found that social impact assessment has developed into a very lively 

academic field. This means that people argue about its presuppositions, its aims, and its definitions. 

There is a vast and complicated sphere of knowledge with different definitions, methodological 

approaches and academic forms that aim to capture the complexity of the social world. However, 

some authors – such as Vallance et al. (2011) and Murphy (2012) – claim that the literature on 

social impact assessment is somewhat chaotic and sometimes contradictory or confusing. 
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Vallance et al. (2011) and Murphy (2012) stated that the numerous and varied contributions of 

social scientists and practitioners to the topic of 'social impact' have led to a degree of conceptual 

chaos that compromises the term’s utility. Similarly, Maas & Liket (2011) and Karytsas et al. (2020) 

signalled that this lack of consensus on the definition of social impact hampers both the ability to 

study the phenomenon, as well as the use of methods for its assessment. 

3.2.1. Definitions 

The social impact assessment field is rapidly evolving, with national and international debates taking 

place inside academia, institutions and communities of practice (European Union/OECD, 2015). 

Therefore, addressing this complex issue first requires understanding the existing definitions of 

'social impact'. There is an abundance of definitions from different academic disciplines, each 

emphasizing a different aspect. However, it is possible to study the similarities and differences 

between the available definitions. In Table 2, building upon the work of Mass & Liket (2014) and 

Karytsas et al. (2020), I provide an overview of some of the most commonly adopted definitions of 

'social impact', as well as definitions for other related terms. 

Among the multiple definitions available in the literature, I found some to be more vague and open 

to different interpretations, while others are more complete and precise. For instance, there is a 

differentiation between the broad term of 'impact', which on its own implies an influence or effect 

on practically anything, given its specific context; and the more deliberate definitions of 'social 

impact', which are grounded in the effects on society and the people in it. Overall, I consider that 

the definitions of social impact have changed over time and that, originally, they might be put onto 

a continuum ranging from those that only consider the intended positive effects of an activity, on 

one end; to those that only refer to the negative unintended effects that need to be avoided, on 

the other end. Nevertheless, as highlighted by Wainwright (2002), some definitions specify that 

social impacts can be either positive or negative and include both intended and unintended, as well 

as both long-term and short-term effects. These definitions have a broader scope and are more 

commonly adopted nowadays, in line with the International Association for Impact Assessment 

(IAIA), which considers that social impacts are anything that affects people. Specifically, something 

that is experienced or felt at the level of an individual, a household, a social group, a workplace, a 

community, or society in general; in either a perceptual (i.e. cognitive, emotional) or a corporeal 

(i.e. bodily, physical) sense. According to this description, almost anything can potentially be a social 

impact so long as it is valued by or important to a specific group of people (Vanclay et al., 2015). 
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Table 2. Definitions of 'social impact' and relevant terms. 

Term and reference Definition 

Impact (Clark, Rosenzweig, 
Long & Olsen, 2004) 

By impact we mean the portion of the total outcome that happened as a result 
of the activity of the venture, above and beyond what would have happened 
anyway. 

Social impact (Latané, 1981) 

By social impact, we mean any of the great variety of changes in physiological 
states and subjective feelings, motives and emotions, cognitions and beliefs, 
values and behaviour that occur in an individual, human, or animal, as a result 
of the real, implied, or imagined presence or actions of other individuals. 

Social impact (Freudenburg, 
1986) 

Social impact refers to impacts (or effects or consequences) that are likely to 
be experienced by an equally broad range of social groups as a result of some 
course of action. 

Social impact (Burdge & 
Vanclay, 1996) 

Social impact includes all social and cultural consequences to human 
populations of any public or private actions that alter the ways in which people 
live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet their needs, and 
generally cope as members of society. Cultural impacts involve changes to the 
norms, values, and beliefs of individuals that guide and rationalize their 
cognition of themselves and their society. 

Social impact (Gentile, 2002) 
Social impacts are the wider societal concerns that reflect and respect the 
complex interdependency between business practice and society. 

Social impact (Vanclay, 2003) 
Social impacts are 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. 

Social impact (Clifford et al., 
2014) 

The reflection of social outcomes as measurements, both long- term and short-
term, adjusted for the effects achieved by others (alternative attribution), for 
effects that would have happened anyway (deadweight), for negative 
consequences (displacement), and for effects declining over time (drop-off). 

Social value (Emerson, 
Wachowicz & Chun, 2000) 

Social value is created when resources, inputs, processes, or policies are 
combined to generate improvements in the lives of individuals or society as a 
whole. 

Social outcome (Clifford et al., 
2014) 

Social effect (change), both long-term and short-term, achieved for the target 
population as a result of the activity undertaken with a view to social change 
taking into account both positive and negative changes. 

Social impact assessment 
(Burdge & Vanclay, 1996) 

The process of assessing or estimating, in advance, the social consequences 
that are likely to follow from specific policy actions or project development, 
particularly in the context of appropriate national, state, or provincial 
environmental policy legislation. 

Social impact assessment 
(Vanclay, 2002b) 

Social impact assessment is the process of analysing (predicting, evaluating and 
reflecting) and managing the intended and unintended consequences on the 
human environment of planned interventions (policies, programs, plans, 
projects) and any social change processes invoked by those interventions so as 
to bring about a more sustainable and equitable biophysical and human 
environment. 

* Adapted from the work of Mass & Liket (2014) and Karytsas et al. (2020). 



 

  Page | 31  

When looking at Table 2, in line with Mass & Liket (2014), the main differences can be found in the 

usage of terms such as 'impact', 'output', 'effect' and 'outcome'. Moreover, the term 'social impact' 

overlaps and is frequently used interchangeably with terms such as 'social value creation' (Emerson 

et al. 2000; Gentile, 2002) and 'social return' (Clark, Rosenzweig, Long & Olsen, 2004).  

Clark et al. (2004) attempted to attune different approaches in order to offer a common basis for 

the subject. Their definition is based on the so-called impact value chain, which differentiates 

between elements of the social value chain to illustrate the conceptualisation of the idea that 

'impact' is different from 'output' and 'outcome'. By including 'what would have happened anyway' 

in the definition, Clark et al. (2004) inferred the use of a counterfactual, a requirement that suggests 

an intervention has an impact only if it produces social outcomes that would not otherwise have 

occurred. Moreover, the terminology from this impact value chain concept is in common use across 

much of the social sector, as the four key elements of social value creation measurement (nef, 

2004) or of social impact measurement (Clifford et al., 2014) are: 1) input (resources invested in 

the activity), 2) output (direct and tangible results of the activity), 3) outcome (social effects or 

changes arising in people’s lives) and 3) impact (extent to which the outcomes are attributable to 

the activity) (Karytsas et al., 2020). This consideration of 'what would have happened anyway' to 

determine the social impact of an activity or intervention also appeared during my interviews as I 

will explain in my empirical analysis in the next chapter.  

Furthermore, several policy briefs from the EU have indicated that social impact is also related to 

the 'theory of change' (European Union/OECD, 2015; Milotay, 2017), which studies the mechanisms 

driving change. 'Theory of change' is defined by the EC’s expert group GECES (Clifford et al., 2014) 

as the causal chain by which activities achieve outcomes; it forms a plan as to how the outcome is 

to be achieved and an explanation of how it has occurred. In this regard, the IAIA points out the 

conceptual difference between 'social change process' and 'social impact': not all change-inducing 

processes necessarily cause social impacts (Vanclay et al., 2015). These change processes can be of 

a demographic, economic, geographical, institutional and legal, emancipatory, empowering or 

sociocultural nature (Milotay, 2017). Some variables are often wrongly perceived as 'impacts' while 

they rather represent the measurable 'outcomes' of social change, which may or not cause impacts 

depending on the situation (Vanclay, 2002b). Social impacts rarely represent singular cause-effect 

relationships; there are complex patterns of intersecting impact pathways. Thus, the issue for social 

impact assessment is how to ensure that social change processes are anticipated and managed 

adequately to minimize negative impacts and maximize potential benefits (Vanclay et al., 2015). 
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In Table 2, I also include definitions of 'social impact assessment'. Barrow (2000) explains that the 

term 'assessment' is more widely used than 'analysis', 'appraisal' or 'evaluation'. This is because 

'analysis' implies precise, accurate, repeatable results, something social impact assessment does 

not provide, while 'appraisal' or 'evaluation' have come to mean something different to mainstream 

social impact assessment. 

Social impact assessment is generally defined as an anticipatory-effort to 'predict' likely impacts 

before they occur, but empirical work on social impact assessment has also looked at a broad range 

of social consequences. Taylor, Bryan & Goodrich (2004) describe social impact assessment as a 

process used to 'anticipate' and manage social change arising from policies and projects. Mathur 

(2011) notes that social impact assessment attempts to assist the planning process by identifying 

the likely effects before they take place so that better decisions can be made about which and how 

interventions should proceed. However, Burdge (2002) argues that the application of research 

based on interdisciplinary social science concepts into policy and project management decisions is 

already difficult under the best of circumstances and, thus, claims the need for extensive evaluation 

and follow-up research to verify whether the predicted social impacts actually occur. Unfortunately, 

ex-post facto research is seldom funded (Burdge, 2002). Social impact assessment was initially 

created to examine an intervention in forehand, but its widespread use has led to its use as an 

evaluation tool as well (Dufour, 2017). These ideas also arose in my empirical research. For example, 

anticipatory social impact assessment is necessary so that redesign of a technology or a service can 

occur, to minimize the harm and maximize the benefits of the projects; but evidence of the actual 

impacts of the projects need to be gathered for accountability purposes. 

In brief, many efforts have been made to define the term 'social impact' on a common basis, but it 

is clear that there is still a lack of agreement concerning the definition (Karytsas et al., 2020). This 

ambiguity in the definition is related to and has a reciprocal influence on the debates currently 

surrounding the assessment of social impacts. Consequently, as I show in the next section, there is 

no clear criteria on how to perform social impact assessment. 

3.2.2. Assessment methods 

The development and application of proper indicators and metrics is an essential part of social 

impact assessment, as 'indicators are the foundation for evaluating change' (Muir & Bennett, 2014). 

Social indicators are used to show whether progress has been made on intended outcomes and to 

monitor and analyse unintended consequences of planned interventions (Gallego & Mack, 2010). 
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In the assessment, apart from quantitative data, it is important to also collect and use qualitative 

data because it helps to contextualize the quantitative data and provides an understanding of the 

causal relationship between outputs and outcomes (Spector et al., 2016). However, it is not easy to 

create precise and transparent indicators that can accurately represent the amount of generated 

social impact, since social impacts are often difficult to measure and quantify (Maas & Liket, 2011). 

Besides, there is an absence of a widely accepted theory for the measurement of social impacts 

(Karytsas et al., 2020). In the next section, I provide insights into the debate of what is the best way 

to measure social impacts, as well as other ongoing debates and challenges that jointly make social 

impact assessment a difficult process. 

According to Rinaldo (2010), a methodological framework is necessary to organize the assessment 

of all aspects of impact measurement. Such methodological framework can utilize various tools or 

methods to collect information. The way in which the indicators are used and analysed constitutes 

the methods applied (Muir & Bennett, 2014). However, until now, no common framework on social 

impact assessment exists (EU/OECD, 2015). Moreover, as I already explained earlier in this chapter, 

the systematic review of the available literature provides, along with the variety of definitions, a 

plethora of different methods for the measurement of social impacts (Florman & Klingler-Vidra, 

2016). Each method has its advantages and disadvantages and provides a different point of view 

(Muir & Bennett, 2014; Karytsas et al., 2020). 

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD, 2013) mentions that this wide 

range of heterogeneous tools currently available for social impact assessment, however, does not 

express a common understanding of what to measure, why or for whom to measure it, nor how to 

measure it. This creates confusion for practitioners trying to select an appropriate assessment 

method and makes it difficult for academics trying to analyse the progress of the social impact 

assessment field. Therefore, research studies like the ones performed by Mass & Liket (2014), 

Dufour (2017) or Florman & Klingler-Vidra (2016) highlight the practical and theoretical importance 

of classifying and understanding the relevance of the multiple social impact assessment methods 

available, by comparing certain characteristics. For instance, Mass & Liket (2014) present a list of 

quantitative social impact assessment methods, some developed for non-profit or governmental 

organizations (e.g. Social Return on Investment, SROI; Social Cost-Benefit Analysis, SCBA) and others 

for for-profit corporations (e.g. Social Return Assessment, SRA; Best Available Charitable Option, 

BACO). Nevertheless, they also inform that there are many other existing quantitative methods not 

included in their list, as well as qualitative guidelines and standards (e.g. Global Reporting Initiative). 
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Mass & Liket (2014) then classified these assessment methods according to six characteristics: 1) 

purposes – screening, monitoring, reporting and evaluation; 2) time frame – prospective, ongoing, 

or retrospective; 3) orientation – input or output-oriented; 4) length of time frame – short-term or 

long-term; 5) perspective – individual, organisational or societal perspective; and 6) approach – 

process, impact or monetization methods. Mass & Liket (2014) shows that only eight of the thirty 

methods truly measure social impact, according to the social impact value chain definition (Clark et 

al., 2004). The reason is that it remains difficult for practitioners to assess impact based on 'what 

would have happened' had the intervention not happened. This is an example of how a social 

impact assessment method may be seen as unsuitable from the perspective of some authors, on 

the basis of a specific definition of social impact, while it may be valid when observed through other 

lenses, namely the creator of that method. Nevertheless, this kind of classification of methods can 

help practitioners to determine which method could be more appropriate according to the 

characteristics of their project. 

Dufour (2017) and Florman & Klingler-Vidra (2016) made use of different classification criteria than 

Mass & Liket (2014) but, based on their analyses, they overall agree that no single method exists 

that can be applied and measure the whole range of potential social impacts in every different 

situation or context. Mass & Liket (2014) also argue that assessment methods that really measure 

social impact must take an output orientation and concentrate on longer-term effects. However, I 

should stress again that this is just one of the many opinions that can be found in the literature.  

In brief, it is not easy to create indicators that can accurately represent the social impacts generated 

by a project, given their complexity. Also, there are multitude of social impact assessment methods 

available, but there is no consensus on benchmarks or best practices that can be applied to every 

different possible situation. For the practitioners, this complicates the task of choosing a suitable 

method, verifying the validity of the method, and comparing the results of the assessment with 

other projects. Nevertheless, my literature review has shown me that nowadays there might be a 

preference for methods that include both positive and negative, intended and unintended, direct 

and indirect, as well as both long-term and short-term social impacts, in line with the IAIA. There 

are multiple ongoing debates and challenges surrounding social impact assessment which are at 

the same time cause and consequence of the disagreements on how to define social impact. For 

example, it is debated whether social impact by definition requires data collection in a participatory 

manner, or whether the social impact assessment field should be standardised. I elaborate on these 

debates in the next section. 
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3.3. Ongoing debates and challenges surrounding social impact assessment 

Contemporary social impact assessment is a field that draws on over five decades of theoretical 

and methodological development to improve foresight of future social impacts and understanding 

of past events. Following from the historical origins described in the previous sections, the social 

impact assessment field is currently fragmented. Scholars have strongly held views and do not 

necessarily agree with one another. I do not attempt to arbitrate between competing perspectives 

in the discussions surrounding the assessment of social impacts as I believe them to be symptomatic 

of a lively academic field in which there are multiple debates, which I strive to untangle in this 

section. This lack of general agreement in the field, however interesting for the academic discussion 

on the subject of social impact, presents a challenge for the selection and use of social impact 

assessment methods (Karytsas et al., 2020). 

Five main debates have emerged from my systematic literature review, which are jointly influenced 

by the previous debate on the definition of social impact. These debates include: 1) the divergence 

of the social impact assessment field from the environmental and other impact assessment fields; 

2) the differences in philosophical thinking among the practitioners of social impact assessment, 

notably the clash between technocratic and participative worldviews; 3) the endorsement of the 

role of public participation and engagement in social impact assessment; 4) the question of how to 

measure the intangible, whether quantitative or qualitative approaches are more suitable; and 

finally, 5) the balance between standardisation and flexibility in the assessment process. I look into 

each of these five debates in the following sections. 

Henceforth, I delve into these field-wide issues in order to understand to what extent they have 

influenced the assessment methods that are available nowadays, and how further improvements 

in the effective practice of social impact assessment can be facilitated, which also informs my 

empirical research regarding the assessment of social impacts in the case of sustainable energy 

projects, as I discuss later in Chapter 4. 

3.3.1. Integration vs. separation of impact assessments 

First of all, there has been an intense debate on whether social impact assessment should be 

practised independently from or integrated with other types of impact assessment, notably with 

environmental impact assessment. The reason for this debate is that, while a 'core' of social impact 

assessment remains distinct, in terms of approach, methods, background of practitioners, and 

literature; there is also a great deal of overlap with other impact assessment fields (Barrow, 2000). 
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However, the relationship between these fields has been rather uncertain. Besides, despite a 

recurrent demand for social impact assessment to be better integrated, there have been few clear 

proposals of how to go about it (Barrow, 2000).  

After looking into this debate that emerged from my literature review, I found that the scholars and 

practitioners who argue that social impact assessment should be a separate and independent 

process are not intrinsically against its integration with environmental and other types of impact 

assessment per se. Rather, they are opposed to social impact assessment being neglected and 

overshadowed by environmental, economic, or any other impact assessment, as it has been since 

its early stages until now. Hereafter, I describe what brought me to this conclusion. 

3.3.1.1. Marginalisation of social impact assessment in history 

There is a clear separation in historical terms, with environmental and social impact assessments 

having had reasonably different evolutions; and in respect of legislative and financial support, in 

which social impact assessment has been more neglected (Barrow, 2000). As I described in the 

previous sections, with the enactment of the NEPA, EIA was formally established, requiring social 

issues to be considered as part of the definition of the environment. However, there was little 

comprehension about what 'considering social issues' really meant, and how this would or could 

actually be done (Vanclay, 2006). Therefore, the attempts to integrate SIA and EIA were often not 

effective and, in the absence of a clear requirement, social impacts were rarely included in the EIS 

done for US federal agencies and, more damaging, no funds were made available to assemble the 

findings of social impacts uncovered in these assessments (Burdge, 2002). 

Deriving from these historical origins, the assessment of social impacts is a rather young and weakly 

developed field compared to the assessment of environmental impacts and has been less in focus 

during the last decades. Social impact assessment has often been carried out half-heartedly, with 

limited support, expertise and time for completion (Barrow, 2000). This can be explained by the 

perception of ecological aspects to be more urgent, on the one hand, and by the complexity of 

social issues and their interdependencies, on the other (Spierling et al., 2018).  

For this reason, SIA has been regarded by many practitioners as no more than a subset of EIA, a bit 

of an 'orphan' that has not been fully adopted as a component of the assessment process for project 

or policy appraisal and decision-making (Burdge, 2002). This approach has been criticised because 

it renders social considerations subsidiary to environmental considerations (Esteves et al., 2012). 
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3.3.1.2. Integration of impact assessments 

Several authors have suggested that social impact assessment might be better integrated with EIA 

and other impact assessments so it can better contribute to strategic planning, management and 

implementation (Barrow, 2000; Becker & Vanclay, 2003). Du Pisani & Sandham (2006) argue that, 

because SIA covers a broad scope of social factors, it may become segmented in the EIA process, 

especially when social scientists from different disciplines are involved. But this problem could be 

solved through integration of results. 

Moreover, Becker & Vanclay (2003) and Burdge (2003b) view closer integration with, rather than 

separation from, EIA as the best way to strengthen the impact of SIA on decision-making. They 

argue that the integration of SIA would have the benefit of increased awareness of social impacts 

among EIA practitioners and planners. 

Furthermore, it has been argued that there are many ways in which social impacts interact with 

environmental and economic impacts and that these linkages need to be made explicit through 

synthesis, integration and cross-referencing between social, environmental, economic, and other 

specialist assessments (Parsons et al., 2019). Otherwise, these would be less effective for problem 

avoidance and the pursuit of sustainable development (Barrow, 2000). This position is based on an 

understanding of sustainable development as a holistic concept requiring simultaneous recognition 

of these dimensions. In fact, the EU calls for the 'integration of economic, social and environmental 

considerations so that they are coherent and mutually reinforce each other' (Murphy, 2012). 

3.3.1.3. Separation of impact assessments 

In contrast, other authors claim that SIA needs to diverge and separate from EIA in order to be 

effective and achieve its full potential (Dani, 2003). Even though there might be a relationship 

between the social and the environmental impacts of a proposed project and, hence, conducting 

both SIA and EIA together would help to establish this linkage; when they are conducted together, 

the dominance of EIA over SIA adversely affects the capability of the mitigation measures to address 

the social impacts of the projects (Takyi, 2014). Furthermore, Lockie (2001) argues that SIA must 

take a significantly more prominent role in setting the agenda for a more holistic and effective 

impact assessment if it is to increase its relevance to the management decisions of the 21st century;  

clarifying that this more substantial role he advocates for SIA is oriented towards expanding impact 

assessment, not colonizing the space currently occupied by other forms of impact assessment. 



 

  Page | 38  

As per the arguments of the authors who argue that social impact assessment should be a separate 

process, it seems that they are not intrinsically against its integration with environmental and other 

impact assessments as such. Instead, they are opposed to the marginalisation and neglection of 

social impact assessment, as it has undergone since its early developments until now. However, if 

considering that economic and environmental issues are ultimately social issues, then the use of 

integrated methods could be preferred, as long as the practitioners of social impact assessment are 

adequately resourced to properly assess the issues, have sufficient influence within project 

management to make a difference, and there is a commitment by the project to fully addressing all 

the identified social issues. As recently expressed by Vanclay (2020), 'only when all practitioners 

stand up to defend a good practice of SIA will the lives of affected communities be improved and 

projects truly get a social licence to operate'. 

3.3.2. Technocratic vs. participative approach 

Secondly, I found philosophical dichotomies in the social impact assessment field which affect the 

tools being used, the level of participation and the overall outcome of the process. These 

differences in the philosophical thinking are a major factor contributing to the dominance of EIA 

over SIA that was in the core of the previous debate, as the latter does not have a clearly defined 

conceptual framework and can mean different things to different people. This is linked to the 

discussion among practitioners of social impact assessment as to whether the approach should be 

'technocratic' or 'participative' (Barrow, 2000; Takyi, 2014). 

In essence, I found that while some authors assume that the application of social impact assessment 

is most effective under central management, informed by experts; others argue that all social 

groups should be empowered to take part in the assessment process and have their concerns met. 

However, through my literature analysis, I have also observed a rise of practitioners who have 

moved towards the middle ground.  

3.3.2.1. Epistemological differences 

Technocratic and participative approaches are often depicted as competing methods with distinct 

epistemologies and techniques for collecting data. In accordance with Becker, Harris, Nielsen and 

Mclaughlin (2004), on the one hand, technocratic approaches are usually regarded as emphasizing 

a positivist way of thinking, where the researcher remains a neutral observer of social phenomena 

with a role of identifying indicators, obtaining objective measures relevant to the specific situation, 

and providing an expert assessment of how the system will change. 
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On the other hand, participatory approaches use the knowledge and experiences of affected people 

as the basis for forecasting the impacts of a proposed intervention. In this case, the social 

researcher has a role of facilitator of knowledge sharing, interpretation, and reporting of impacts.  

A key assumption in the technocratic approach is that, given sufficient data, accurate predictions 

of social impact can be made by those trained in the social sciences. Contrastingly, authors with 

participative worldviews argue that, when appropriately implemented, consideration of individuals’ 

perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs can be a key component of social impact assessment. Neither of 

these two approaches has been without criticism (Becker et al., 2004). 

The technocratic model of inquiry is alleged to assume that individuals and communities respond 

and adapt to change in similar ways, and also to rely on easily quantified data sources that may 

inaccurately measure social phenomena. Conversely, the participatory approach faces the difficulty 

of adequately controlling for individuals’ biases and the influence of their vested interests on 

personal interpretations of how their situation will be affected. Nevertheless, I found that social 

impact assessments are considered to be a value-laden process in which peoples’ biases cannot be 

entirely removed from the prediction of impacts (Freudenburg, 1986; Becker et al., 2004). 

Therefore, the divergent opinions or worldviews on the use of social impact assessment can be 

portrayed as whether social impact assessment is applied as an objective, technocratic planning, 

management or policy-making tool that seeks to gather data on social impacts by relying on expert 

opinions; or rather, as a means of ensuring participation or even empowerment of people in order 

to promote much more fundamental changes in the development process by involving a wider 

range of stakeholders (Barrow, 2000; Takyi, 2014). 

3.3.2.2. Roots of the debate 

In this case, it is interesting to compare the International Principles for Social Impact Assessment 

and the Principles and Guidelines for Social Impact Assessment in the US, both descendent of the 

same document (ICGP, 1994) but developed independently and updated in 2003 (Vanclay, 2003), 

because together they embody several of the tensions in the discipline, particularly relating to the 

contextual setting in which social impact assessment occurs (Vanclay, 2006). The US Principles and 

Guidelines are shown to be positivist/technocratic while the International Principles are identified 

as being democratic, participatory and constructivist (Takyi, 2014). 
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I also found that this orientation debate is influenced by the different types of work environment 

and by different approaches to social impact assessment, which can be traced back to the historical 

origins. In the early 1970s, in the US, social impact assessment tended to adopt an empiricist and 

technocratic stance, possibly seeking to show impact assessment as reliable, sound and accurate, 

that is to say, a 'hard', rather than 'soft', science. From the 1980s, however, there was a shift to a 

participatory rather than a technocratic approach, although the latter still had the edge in practice 

(Barrow, 2000). There were confusion and debate as to what constituted a 'legitimate approach' to 

social impact assessment, which resulted from conflicts among particular practitioners, which can 

be distinguished by their different work environments, who were trying to legitimate their own 

approaches and ideologies (Lockie, 2001; Taylor et al., 2004). 

3.3.2.3. Implications of each approach 

For instance, the technocratic orientation to social impact assessment is typical in government and 

private agencies, and some academic settings, where bureaucracy restricts the opportunities for 

creativity in the responses to social impact assessment. Their approach to social impact assessment 

is to make 'top-down' decisions based on 'expert knowledge' (Taylor et al., 2004). Lockie (2001) 

states that technocratic approaches, despite the aura of objectivity, are poorly equipped to deal 

with the competing beliefs, values and aspirations that characterise complex social situations. This 

technocratic rationality is often favoured by professionals who are trained in engineering and are 

sceptical about the involvement of what they regard to be an 'ill-informed public' (Takyi, 2014). 

In comparison, participatory approaches to social impact assessment emphasise the involvement 

in community action. This orientation can also be observed in the applied setting of social planning 

and management, but shifting to action at the local level; and in academic settings, when research 

is done in collaboration with interest groups. At this level, there is a 'bottom-up' attempt to manage 

the social issues of development. In these settings, the work organisation is consciously organised 

in ways that directly challenge those found in technocratic work environments, emphasising group 

consensus, collective work, or the active participation and leadership of women or minority groups; 

and using innovative concepts and methods for social impact identification (Taylor et al., 2004). 

In this section, I have shown that while some authors assume that the application of social impact 

assessment is most effective under central management, based on expert knowledge; others argue 

that social impact assessment should be participative and empower all social groups to take part in 

the assessment and decision-making processes. 
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I observed these two different worldviews during my empirical research, as I interviewed both 

engineers and social scientists. Nevertheless, both through my systematic literature review and my 

empirical analysis, I have also observed a rise of practitioners who have moved towards a middle-

ground perspective. In the next section, I explore this compromise between worldviews and the 

growing relevance of participation. 

3.3.3. The role of public participation and engagement 

Following from the previous philosophical debate, here I focus on the idea that, for many authors, 

public participation is central to social impact assessment, which led them to recognize a need for 

mediation between the technocratic and the participative approaches to assess social impacts. 

The technocratic mentality towards project management, which might have been necessary to gain 

legitimacy in the US, meant that social issues were undervalued. Therefore, it was unattractive in 

the international context, where new concepts, approaches and methodologies with a participative 

worldview were emerging (Barrow, 2000; Vanclay, 2006). 

3.3.3.1. The middle-ground approach 

Nowadays, the social impact assessment field is progressively shifting towards a middle-ground 

approach that combines elements of technocratic and participative orientations. Barrow (2000), 

Taylor et al. (2004) and Becker et al. (2004) implied that those working from one orientation would 

find it productive to take the views from the other orientation into account. They also aimed to 

provide evidence of the complementary nature of using both. The combination of technocratic and 

participative approaches is often regarded as the strength of social impact assessment because 

helping the affected population understand, participate in and cope with a proposed action may be 

the most important benefit of the process (Burdge, 2003a; du Pisani & Sandham, 2006) 

However, this merging of worldviews may not be so straightforward in practice. A middle-ground 

approach to social impact assessment requires a two-dimensional shift. On the one hand, it involves 

'grassroots' sociology, challenging academics to research more immediate and practical problems 

of the 'real world' and to work closely in areas where there is social change involving communities 

and special interest groups. On the other hand, it also requires more humanistic and participatory 

perspectives on planning and decision-making. Communities and local, interest or advocacy groups 

are also encouraged to broaden their perspectives and take advantage of opportunities to take part 

in these decision-making processes (Taylor et al., 2004). 
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3.3.3.2. Resistance to the shift towards the middle ground 

According to Gulakov et al. (2020), this is a challenge because there are companies that still attempt 

to limit stakeholder engagement on a presumption that the fewer participants, the easier the 

process will be. Burdge & Vanclay (1996) attributed this attitude to a prevailing 'asocietal mentality' 

amongst the ranks of management of regulatory agencies, corporations, politicians, public officials, 

engineers, and planners. This 'asocietal mentality' entails that decisions are made with little social 

sensitivity because of a lack of full understanding of the complexity and heterogeneity of society, 

and how the impacts of development can benefit and detriment different sections of society in 

different ways (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). Such a mindset implies that the need for social impact 

assessment is overlooked, and a belief that a very superficial public involvement process is all that 

is needed. They may also question its cost-effectiveness or may be afraid that it will lead to delays 

or even the abandonment of projects (Barrow, 2000).  

Therefore, there is resistance to the shift towards the middle ground by people with a technocratic, 

asocietal mentality. For this reason, Vanclay (2020) argues that raising the awareness of technical 

staff of the significance of social issues and having them modify their behaviours and actions by 

means of well-defined guidelines and the allocation of sufficient resources are critical to the proper 

assessment and management of social issues. 

3.3.3.3. Advocacy of the middle-ground approach 

The middle ground between the technocratic and the participative worldviews is seen as providing 

the dynamic and creative setting for more proactive social impact assessment approaches in which 

participation is a valued end in itself, rather than merely a means by which projects are legitimized 

(Taylor et al., 2004; Esteves et al., 2012). These innovative approaches sought to make people and 

communities active participants, rather than mere objects of assessment (Mathur, 2011). 

From this middle-ground perspective, the purpose of a social impact assessment should be to 

enable project proponents and decision-makers to make socially responsible decisions, which 

would entail involving the people affected by these decisions in the assessment process. The 

concerns, perceptions and judgements of interested and affected parties should be solicited and 

integrated in good faith and, preferably, since an early stage of the process (Taylor et al., 2004; du 

Pisani & Sandham, 2006). However, Burdge (2003a) also cautions that participatory social impact 

assessment is not only about identifying social impacts, but about sharing information and building 

community awareness. 
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3.3.3.4. Public participation vs. community engagement 

This word of caution leads me to comment on some terminological distinctions that I encountered 

during my systematic literature review, and also during my empirical research. Terms such as 'public 

participation', 'stakeholder involvement' and 'community engagement', among others, seem to 

have been used interchangeably by some social researchers and practitioners, while having 

different meanings for others.  

In line with Ross, Baldwin & Carter (2016), since the early 2000s, a distinctive shift has occurred in 

government and public discourse from 'public participation' to 'community engagement', 

presumably denoting a new way of thinking and major shift in practice, a variation in contexts, or a 

change in preferred terms for much the same concepts. Some authors portray these terms as 

different but related concepts, with 'engagement' as the broader term, encompassing public 

participation, community, stakeholder or public relations, consultation, government and media 

relations (Ross et al., 2016). These terms also emerged in my empirical research and are explored 

in more detail in Chapter 4. 

3.3.4. How should social impacts be measured? 

Once the potential social impacts of a proposed project or intervention have been identified, either 

using a technocratic or a participatory approach, there is also a debate regarding how to take into 

'count', literally and figuratively, those impacts. While some impacts are physical and tangible, and 

can be quantified, others are qualitative in nature, and can only be understood by engaging with 

the people affected (Kvam, 2018). Therefore, in this section, I provide insights on the debate of 

whether a quantitative or a qualitative approach is best to measure social impacts. 

3.3.4.1. Qualitative nature of social impacts 

I found that the reason why the social impact field has had such a turbulent history, surrounded by 

multiple debates, might be because people believe that some actions have a great impact but that 

impact is often 'intangible'. Social impacts tend to be far-reaching and are often difficult to measure 

because of their qualitative nature, which makes it hard to attach an objective value to the impact, 

sum the various qualitative expressions of impact, and compare it to the impacts of other actions 

(Maas & Liket, 2011). Nevertheless, determining the significance of impacts and their weighting in 

relation to one another are crucial components of meaningful social impact assessment (du Pisani 

& Sandham, 2006).  
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Moreover, while impact measurement can be performed in both quantitative and qualitative terms, 

there is still a tendency towards quantification. This, subsequently, has led to a debate on whether 

quantification, however complex and comprehensive it is, can express the intricate nature of the 

social issues at hand (Milotay, 2017). 

3.3.4.2. Quantification of social impacts 

Sciences that use numerical analysis, such as economics, seem to have wider acceptance among 

decision-makers than those that do not because they present quantifiable measurements, which 

can provide efficient and effective summaries of information and are often easy to analyse. In fact, 

a substantial part of the data of social analysis can be quantified (i.e. numbers of jobs, income, 

population, etc.) and advanced computer models have been developed to predict trends and create 

scenarios. Thus, it makes sense to use these quantitative data to the utmost and, in order to address 

the difficulty of producing results that are useful to decision-makers (Taylor et al., 2004). 

Therefore, scholars have debated over many years the question of how and to what extent 

quantitative techniques could be incorporated into social impact assessment. Unfortunately, 

numbers may also hide value judgements in their gathering and use (Taylor et al., 2004; du Pisani 

& Sandham, 2006). For example, in privileging the use of quantitative data, written information 

sources and expert observations, the technocratic rationality would empower developers by 

highlighting apparently positive impacts, like economic growth; while ignoring those that are not 

measurable, such as the subjective and cultural meanings that changes hold within affected 

communities (Lockie, 2001; Takyi, 2014). 

3.3.4.3. Measuring 'intangible' social impacts 

Much of the data available for analysis of some very significant social impacts, such as the social 

and psychological cost of changing lifestyles, are qualitative in nature and do not lend themselves 

to be analysed with quantitative techniques. These crucial social variables are much more difficult 

to assess than others and this causes problems with the weighting of findings, which may tend to 

be critical and discursive, rather than predictive and explanatory (Barrow, 2000; Taylor et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, because such qualitative data are regarded as being less accurate, 'less scientific', and 

their results as being more difficult to interpret, unquantifiable social impacts tend to be neglected 

by decision-makers (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). Nevertheless, Burdge (2003b) contends that and 

indicator, either quantitative or qualitative, can always be found for every social impact. 
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In this regard, according to the association of Innovative Territories in Social and Solidarity Economy 

(TIESS, 2020), practitioners usually face one of the following challenges when trying to evaluate a 

social impact deemed to be 'intangible': 1) identifying the impact to be measured, in other words, 

the aspect of reality one is trying to describe; 2) finding an indicator that will reflect this aspect well; 

3) measuring the change in this aspect over time; or 4) establishing a causal link between a cause 

and an effect, that is, demonstrating that a change is due to an activity. 

In relation to the latter, the intricacy of interactions within a society can render it difficult to prove 

that an impact was caused by a specific intervention (OECD, 2002). For instance, social impact can 

include both short-term and long-term effects on society, and many plausible factors can contribute 

to social impact. Consequently, it is often difficult to relate activities to impact because of questions 

regarding attribution and causality. In other words, social impact assessment can also be subjective 

because there are no clear causal pathways established between the inputs and the observed, or 

expected, outputs (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019). However, this problem is of a somewhat different 

nature, related to the theory of change, and I will not delve further into it in this thesis. 

From the above, it is clear that, due to the complexity of social systems, the issue of measuring and 

determining the significance of 'intangible' social impacts, calls for reasonably expert knowledge of 

qualitative research methods, especially when those impacts involve a change experienced or 

perceived by an individual (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). One of the easiest ways of assessing these 

impacts is to give the people concerned or affected by the intervention a voice by asking them what 

they think and feel through questionnaires or interviews (TIESS, 2020), which explains why many 

practitioners advocated more participative approaches for social impact assessment, as I described 

in the previous sections. However, other concerns about the weighting of impacts include 

difficulties in participatory social impact assessment regarding the different strengths of feelings 

that different individuals attribute to impacts. Moreover, certain impacts may be perceived as 

negative by some members of the community, and as positive by other members (Kvam, 2018). 

Therefore, social impacts are not simply positive or negative in themselves but are subject to the 

perspective and value judgements of individuals. It is important to understand issues such as these, 

but they are difficult to capture by traditional survey methodologies and quantitative methods. 

In brief, social impacts are often complex, subjective, and difficult to quantify, which leads to the 

need of qualitative methods for their assessment. However, the results from qualitative methods 

cannot be visualised like numerical results and, thus, are usually not appealing for decision-makers. 
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3.3.4.4. Mixed methods 

The literature review has shown me that many authors – such as Burdge & Vanclay (1996), Taylor 

et al. (2004), du Pisani & Sandham (2006) and Kvam (2018) – recommend a combination of 

assessment methods, where both quantitative and qualitative data are collected through sensitive 

and respectful dialogue with affected people and local communities. 

The use of both qualitative and quantitative data increases the selection of methods available for 

social impact assessment. Some methods are more rigorous than others, as there is the matter of 

being aware of the potential biases and subjectivity inherent in any evaluation. Taylor et al. (2004) 

and du Pisani & Sandham (2006) argued that a cross-checking procedure is the key to establishing 

the validity of data and results derived from the assessment. This cross-validation or 'triangulation' 

between such diverse sources and methods is a simple and powerful method of ensuring that the 

evidence provided by each source point roughly in the same direction and verifying the 'truth' of 

conclusions. Inconsistencies can be checked out and accounted for. Garbarino & Holland (2009) 

further elaborated that the combination of qualitative research with quantitative instruments, that 

have greater breadth of coverage and generalisability, can result in impact assessments that make 

the most of their comparative advantages because, while quantitative methods produce data that 

can be aggregated and analysed to describe and predict social impacts, qualitative research can 

help probe, interpret and explain those impacts and the contextual differences between them, as 

well as their relationships. 

Summarizing, in this section, I have investigated the debate on how to best measure social impacts, 

which are frequently considered intangible, in the sense of being difficult to observe or measure. 

Numerical results are usually easier to synthesise and visualise, which makes them preferable for 

project managers and decision-makers. However, there is an ongoing debate in the social impact 

assessment field on whether quantitative methods can capture the complexity of social impacts or, 

rather, qualitative methods should be used. 

I found that many authors seem to believe that using mixed methods and cross-validation of results 

would be the best solution in order to leverage the complementarity between quantitative and 

qualitative methods, but there is no general agreement on this topic. As said by the TIESS (2020), 

there are no miracle solutions for this issue, and it is up to the practitioners to use creativity and 

rigour to identify the social impacts as best as they can. However, as I showed earlier in this chapter, 

this has led to the development of numerous and heterogeneous assessment methods. 
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This creates confusion among the practitioners about what method would be more appropriate to 

measure the social impacts in their specific situation or context. It also hampers the comparability 

between project that have used different social impact assessment methods. This can be linked to 

another debate, as it creates tension between striving toward either standardization or flexibility in 

the social impact assessment field. I elaborate on this debate in the next section, where I present 

the advantages and disadvantages of each strategy. 

3.3.5. Flexibility vs. standardisation 

The balance between flexibility and standardisation has been a constant discussion point in the 

discourse about social impact assessment. Thus, in this section, I provide insights into this debate 

surrounding the search for a balance between, on the one hand, an approach that identifies and 

adopts the most appropriate metrics and tools for each specific case to ensure that the complexity 

of the context is taken into account; and, on the other hand, a uniform 'one-size-fits-all' approach 

that indiscriminately applies a defined set of indicators, regardless of the context. I found that 

international guidelines were developed to provide a certain degree of standardisation, but they 

were still considered very flexible for practical application. Therefore, customized methodological 

frameworks have been developed to assist practitioners in different sectors. 

This debate is linked to the different uses of social impact measurement (TIESS, 2020). Standardised 

measurement, relying on common, homogeneous methods and indicators, is preferred when the 

aim is to communicate the results to an external audience, such us public governments or private 

investor, which are interested in the overall picture and comparing social impacts among different 

projects. In contrast, flexibility is preferred when the assessment is targeted at an internal audience, 

whose aim is to understand and improve the social impacts in a specific territory or community, as 

it allows to offer a detailed description of the assessment results by using methods and indicators 

that are adapted and customized to better reflect their relevance in the specific context. 

3.3.5.1. Standardisation 

The attainment of a consensus on the definition and assessment methods and the consolidation of 

the social impact assessment field would certainly allow for enhanced comparability, verifiability, 

exploitation, and dissemination of the results of the assessments. These are some of the reasons 

why some authors (Petrillo et al., 2016; Spierling et al., 2018; Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019) advocate 

the standardisation of the social impact assessment field.  
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However, several issues arise when trying to implement this standardisation, such as contradictions 

among social science disciplines, the great variation between different contexts, or the fact that 

standards could lead to practitioners focusing more on the format than on the substance of the 

assessment. Consequently, there are also opponents of standardization (Taylor et al., 2004; Ruff & 

Olsen, 2016) who argue that flexible social impact assessment can produce more insightful and 

meaningful results, adapted to the specific context, but skimping on comparability. 

In favour of standardisation, Burdge & Vanclay (1996) and Maas & Liket (2011) argue that the units 

of analysis, the theoretical models, and the language of the various social science disciplines are 

sometimes contradictory or inconsistent, making interdisciplinary communication difficult. Projects 

can have a wide array of impacts upon society and, similarly, metrics and methods required to 

capture the social impacts are numerous but incoherent (Milotay, 2017). This significant variability 

in the methodological approaches increases the ambiguity of the process and complicates the 

generalization of results obtained from individual studies, which makes the process of consolidating 

knowledge in the social impact assessment field even more difficult (Bonilla-Alicea & Fu, 2019).  

As noted by Vanclay (2003), several models exist that aim to show how social impact assessment 

should be implemented, but there is no universal standard. Spierling et al. (2018) assert that missing 

practical and consented standards hampers the comparability of studies and the exploitability of 

data. Several literature sources in my review claim that the social impact assessment field needs to 

reach standardization; they argue that it lacks a broad consensus on adequate and homogeneous 

methods and indicators that can be applied across territories and reflect all the complexities and 

uncertainties of the multidimensional circumstances (Petrillo et al., 2016; Milotay, 2017).  

3.3.5.2. Comparability problem 

Assessing and comparing social impact data across locations, projects, programs or organizations is 

challenging because contexts, missions, definitions and values differ. Moreover, a problem of using 

a standardised format of social impact assessment and reporting is that it may create a bureaucratic 

uniformity, where the fulfilment of the formal requirements becomes more important than central 

issues, a trend is true to a certain extent even today (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). This has been 

especially harmful to the field because it reinforced confusion about the nature of the social impact 

assessment process (Taylor et al., 2004). Social impact assessment often deals with the unexpected, 

and inflexible procedures may prove to be dysfunctional (Barrow, 2000).  
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Ruff & Olsen (2016) argue that, although it might be accepted wisdom that the comparison problem 

can be solved with better impact measures and standards, which work on a small scale; common 

measures do not work as well on a larger scale. The more contexts vary, the more likely it is that a 

rigid approach displaces a more insightful and meaningful one, hence missing the 'real' impacts. 

Some of their arguments against the standardization of social impact assessment are that it is 

preferable to manage variation than to eliminate it; that uniform measures are difficult to achieve 

and expensive to maintain; and that a reasonable level of comparability can be achieved with 

bounded flexibility, consistency, and disclosure, so long as there are skilled social analysts who can 

make sense of the differences in measurement approaches (Ruff & Olsen, 2016). 

3.3.5.3. Flexibility 

In line with the shortcomings of standardisation identified above, I found many authors advocating 

a flexible approach, adaptable to the diverse outcomes of project activities and stakeholders rather 

than seeking the standardised 'one-size-fits-all' approach (EU/OECD, 2015). In particular, the report 

prepared by the European Commission’s expert group on social entrepreneurship (GECES) clearly 

states that no single set of indicators can be devised top-down to measure social impact in all cases, 

since no methodology can capture all kinds of impacts fairly or objectively (Clifford et al., 2014). 

Vanclay (2002) stresses that it is impossible to detail all dimensions of social impact – 'social change 

has a way of creating other changes'. Most of these changes are seen as situation-specific and, thus, 

are dependent on the social, cultural, political, economic, and historic context of the location or 

community in question, as well as the characteristics of the proposed project and any mitigation 

measures implemented. From examining these studies, I inferred that that flexibility has garnered 

greater consensus among practitioners than standardisation, but not univocally. 

Although the adaptability to the particularities of a specific context is indeed a main concern, I have 

found that practitioners in the field of social impact assessment struggle with the lack of a general 

framework of reference that gives them the possibility to be able to proceed in a univocal and more 

objective way to analysis of social impacts. This is also the case in my empirical analysis. Therefore, 

many works have used typical methods and approaches of other contexts and disciplines, producing 

the distortive effect of not defining a clear and useful path for the consolidation of the field 

(Lucchetti et al., 2018). Also, a study by Değirmenci & Evcimen (2013) sheds light on a considerable 

gap between theory and practice of social impact assessment and argues that the field would 

benefit from contrasting more data, information and experience in the field across various contexts 

in order to increase the effectiveness of the assessment process. 
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3.3.5.4. Balance between standardisation and flexibility 

From the previous sections, the challenge seems to be to find a balance between the total absence 

or presence of standardization. Between flexible 'ad hoc' methods and a single 'one-size-fits-all' 

format for social impact assessment, some authors argue a third possibility would be to adopt a 

'common process' that is flexible enough to allow practitioners to consider and report on the 

specificities of the project and its context but also contrastable and comprehensible to external 

stakeholders (TIESS, 2020). The aim would be to establish a common approach while leaving open 

the choice of indicators and data collection techniques to the practitioners. 

In this regard, Taylor et al. (2004) provide guidelines for the format of the social impact assessment 

process, which are aimed at achieving a balance between standardisation and flexibility. Also, as I 

already mentioned earlier in this chapter, over the past decades, the body of literature on social 

impact assessment has evolved and it now includes internationally agreed Principles and Guidelines, 

ratified by professional organisations, such as the IAIA, but being its application a voluntary affair 

(Vanclay, 2003). Rather than prescribing how to conduct social impact assessment, these guidelines 

enumerate a handful of basic stages that constitute sound practice and encourage practitioners to 

apply methods that are appropriate to the context, and to describe and defend their choice of 

methods (Parsons et al., 2019). 

3.3.5.5. Frameworks for social impact assessment 

Trying to reduce the great flexibility provided by the international guidelines, some scholars from 

various sectors have developed different frameworks, each of which aims to define a reference 

theoretical basis that assists in the task of better planning and managing projects to reduce negative 

social impacts, improve people’s well-being, and gain a social licence to operate (Smyth & Vanclay, 

2017; Lucchetti et al., 2018). 

A few examples of available frameworks are: Social Impact Assessment: Guidance for assessing and 

managing the social impacts of projects (Vanclay et al., 2015), the Social Framework for Projects 

(Smyth & Vanclay, 2017), The Compass: Your Guide to Social Impact Measurement (Muir & Bennett, 

2014), Proposed Approaches to Social Impact Measurement (Clifford et al., 2014), Guidelines for 

Social Life Cycle Assessment of Products (UNEP/SETAC, 2009), Social Impact Assessment: Integrating 

Social Issues in Development Projects (Kvam, 2018), the New Economics Foundation evaluative 

framework for community-based energy efficiency and renewable energy projects (nef, 2012), and 

many others. Some are more general, and others are customised for a specific sector. 
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Some of these frameworks, which potentially could inform current practice and thinking in the 

management of social impacts, have been much cited and are influential in various ways. However,  

Smyth & Vanclay (2017) believe that they have not been very useful in developing a comprehensive 

understanding of the social impacts of projects. Smyth & Vanclay (2017) also inform that, according 

to their experience, practitioners normally do not use these frameworks to support their practice 

because they are not particularly useful in practical application or because of their complexity. A 

range of tailored tools and lists of themes tend to be utilized instead to capture the social issues. 

Thus, they also argue that these frameworks need to be much adapted to be easily applied to real 

life situations of actual projects and more effective in the management of their social impacts. 

Therefore, with this thesis, I aim to contribute to the development of a methodological framework 

for the social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, that is, to present an approach for 

making explicit and structuring how this task can be performed in the case of projects within the 

sustainable energy sector, like the ones I analyse in my empirical case study. This framework should 

be flexible enough to capture the particularities of the different projects and their specific contexts 

but, at the same time, enable for the results of the social impact assessment to be comparable. 

To achieve this, I will consider five criteria when proposing advancements towards a methodological 

framework for the assessment of social impacts of sustainable energy projects. I find these criteria, 

which are suggested by Smyth & Vanclay (2017), to be well aligned with my findings on the current 

state of development of the social impact assessment field. Thus, the framework must: 

1) build on the key ideas, models already in existence; for this thesis, existing frameworks devised 

for energy-related projects, such as the ones review by Karytsas et al. (2020); 

2) be compatible and lead to enhanced awareness of human rights, in line with the United Nations 

Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP, 2011); 

3) align with key international standards and best practice (i.e. World Bank’s social safeguards);  

4) help meet widely desired social goals, such as the Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015); 

5) and be participatory and practical, ensuring that the process is accessible to all stakeholders. 

Summarising, in this section, I have provided insights into the debate surrounding the search for a 

balance between flexibility and standardisation of the social impact assessment field. Given that 

the international guidelines are too flexible for practical application, many frameworks have been 

developed to assist practitioners in different sectors. Then, I provide criteria for developing one. 
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3.4. Summary and implications of the findings 

As a result of my systematic review of the existing literature on social impact assessment, in this 

chapter, I have shown several findings which are relevant to and are complemented by my empirical 

case study of energy-related projects, which I present in the next chapter. 

First, I explored the historical origins of the theory and practice of social impact assessment to 

understand how the field has reached its current state of development. Then, I showed that there 

are various definitions of 'social impact', a myriad of frameworks and methodologies available, and 

multiple ongoing debates surrounding the assessment of social impacts. Finally, I argue that while 

some authors may describe the field as fragmented and chaotic, these issues have actually fuelled 

a lively academic field and an arena for public participation. However, even though the awareness 

of the importance of assessing social impacts has increased over time, the lack of overall agreement 

in the field presents a challenge for the selection and use of social impact assessment methods. 

Therefore, I studied the main ongoing debates in order to understand how further improvements 

in the effective practice of social impact assessment can be facilitated. To begin with, I argue that 

social impact assessment could be integrated with other impact assessments as long as the 

practitioners are adequately resourced to assess the social issues and have sufficient influence in 

decision-making to make a difference, in order to avoid social impacts from being neglected or 

overshadowed. 

Also, I found that the social impact assessment field is gradually shifting towards a middle-ground 

approach that combines elements of both technocratic and participative worldviews, providing a 

dynamic and creative setting for more proactive social impact assessments, in which decisions are 

not based solely on expert knowledge and public participation is a valued end in itself, rather than 

merely a means by which projects are legitimized. 

Moreover, I argue that a combination of both quantitative and qualitative social impact assessment 

methods should be used to make the most of their comparative advantages. While quantification 

produces numerical data that easier to synthesise and visualise for decision-makers, qualitative 

data can capture the complexity and, thus, help explain and interpret social impacts in their context. 

Finally, I found that a reasonable level of comparability can be achieved with flexible and practical 

methodological frameworks adapted to the different sectors. Frameworks provide guidance while 

enabling the practitioners to choose and apply methods that are appropriate to the specific context. 
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4. Empirical analysis: social impact assessment of energy projects 

In this chapter, I present the outcomes of my empirical case study. I investigate the ways in which 

the participants of the BRIDGE initiative assess the social impacts of their sustainable energy 

projects, funded by the EU’s H2020 programme. Furthermore, I show the intertwining between my 

empirical findings from the BRIDGE case study and the results from my systematic literature review, 

synthesised in the previous section. 

Therefore, the insights presented in this chapter are based on both literature and empirical data 

that I collected through various observations, surveys and informal chats with members of the 

BRIDGE initiative, and through 9 interviews with different project partners representing more than 

15 BRIDGE projects, which should be viewed as a frame of reference for how social impacts are 

assessed in sustainable energy projects, rather than representative of practice across the sector as 

a whole. I provided details about the data collection process in section 2.2 Empirical research, and 

a full overview of my empirical data can be found in Table 3 (see Table 3 and Table 4). 

In the following sections of this chapter, I start by arguing the paradox that, despite the emphasis 

of EU policy on the importance of guaranteeing a socially fair energy transition, there are EU-funded 

projects that lack the resources and expertise needed for adequate social impact assessment. Then, 

I show how the perceptions of 'social impact' among the partners of BRIDGE projects are influenced 

by their strong focus on consumer engagement, to the extent that certain partners do not recognise 

the relevance of some social impacts. Subsequently, I provide empirical evidence of the prevalence 

of combined quantitative and qualitative approaches to measure social impacts. Then, I delve into 

a detailed overview of the approaches, methods and indicators that BRIDGE partners choose for 

the assessment of their projects. I show that they are not doing social impact assessment as per 

the definitions in the literature. Rather, they use innovative, flexible, participatory and practical 

tools usually focused on increasing awareness, acceptance and engagement of the local citizens 

with their energy technologies, but that also enable them to gather data for the assessment of 

social impact indicators. They usually do not comprehensively assess all the possible impacts that 

their projects might have on society as a whole, since they favour the use of only those indicators 

that are relevant for the attainment of their project objectives, which often revolves around the 

adoption of the new energy technologies. Finally, I show the main challenges and limitations that 

they face, which include, among others, the fact that these assessments are mainly performed by 

non-specialists or that usually the impacts are not assessed beyond the technologies’ end-users.  
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4.1. Social considerations in the European energy sector 

In this section, I provide an overview of the attention that is given to social aspects by the energy 

sector in the EU. Also, I argue the paradox that, despite the emphasis of EU policy on the importance 

of ensuring a socially fair energy transition, some energy projects developed under the EU’s H2020 

funding programme do not include partners with social science expertise for the assessment of 

their social impacts. In my case study, I found that this is related partly to the resource allocation 

procedures in the projects, and partly to an overarching 'asocietal' mentality among the technical 

partners in some of the BRIDGE projects. 

During the first plenary session of the BRIDGE General Assembly, which I attended in February 2020, 

Ditte Juul-Jørgensen (EC, DG ENER2) dedicated her opening speech to emphasise the importance 

of the European Green Deal, and then it was stressed again during the concluding speech of the last 

session by Mark van Stiphout (EC, ENER C23). I describe the key points of the European Green Deal, 

in regard to social considerations, in the following section. 

4.1.1. European Green Deal: a socially fair energy transition 

As stated by the European Union (2019) in the Clean Energy for all Europeans package, energy is a 

central aspect of modern life and social inclusion since it is necessary for education, health, security 

and wellbeing. Therefore, it is not possible to separate any changes in the energy sector from social 

considerations. The gradual energy transition away from fossil fuels is one of the greatest societal 

challenges of our time. Thus, with a view to the achievement of a carbon-neutral economy by 2050, 

the EU presented the European Green Deal roadmap, which constitutes its long-term strategy in 

line with the aims of the Paris Agreement (EC, 2020a).  

This roadmap (COM/2018/773) outlines a vision of the societal transformations required, engaging 

all sectors of the economy and society, to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. It 

seeks to ensure that this transition is socially fair – not leaving any citizens or regions behind – in a 

cost-efficient manner. It underlines the opportunities that this transformation offers to EU citizens 

and its economy, whilst identifying challenges ahead. Such challenges have the potential to increase 

social and regional disparities in the EU as well as hamper the decarbonisation efforts.  

 
2 DG ENER stands for Directorate-General for Energy.  
3 Unit C2 at DG ENER: New energy technologies, innovation and clean coal. 
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Therefore, the ensuing modernisation process will have to be managed well, ensuring a fair and 

socially acceptable transition for all in the spirit of inclusiveness and solidarity. The social 

consequences of the transition cannot be addressed post factum. All EU countries must consider 

social implications from the outset and deploy all relevant policies to the fullest to mitigate this 

challenge. Ongoing regional initiatives, such as pilot projects on regions in transition, should be 

reinforced in anticipation of future needs. Moreover, the involvement of social partners in the 

preparation of such transition measures should be ensured (EC, 2018). 

Support for the just transition is provided under the European Pillar of Social Rights (EC, 2017), with 

its focus on supporting transitions with adequate social protection systems, inclusive education, 

training and lifelong learning. Skills development is considered essential, and this is reflected in the 

social impact indicators chosen by some BRIDGE partners, as I show later in this chapter. Moreover, 

unless adequate mitigating measures are in place, the transition bears the risk of disproportionally 

affecting people with low income, leading to the emergence of some form of energy poverty. This 

risk is also be addressed by several BRIDGE projects (EC, 2018). 

The transformation towards a carbon-neutral economy is not just about technologies and jobs. It is 

about people and their daily lives, about the way they work, transport themselves and live together. 

The European Green Deal highlights that consumers have a powerful role to play in driving the 

transition forward because moving towards a net-zero greenhouse gas economy can only be 

successful with citizens that embrace change, get engaged in sustainable activities, and experience 

it as beneficial for their lives and that of their children. Each person's choice (i.e. a new vehicle or 

domestic appliances) impacts his or her carbon footprint for many years to come. Personal lifestyle 

choices can make a real difference while improving quality of life (EC, 2018). The importance that 

is given to the engagement of people and their acceptance of changes in their lifestyles in the 

context of the energy transition can already be observed here. 

Cities are already the laboratories for transformative and sustainable solutions(EC, 2018). In this 

respect, the EU aims to capitalise on and expand the role of regions, cities and towns The EU 

Covenant of Mayors, the mainstream European voluntary movement involving local authorities in 

the development of sustainable energy (EC, 2020b), is an example of a collaborative platform that 

allows local authorities to learn from one another. Thus, the comparability of social impacts among 

locations with similar contexts would be valuable for cases like this. 
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In brief, the European Commission (2018) suggests that ensuring a well-managed and socially fair 

energy transition that leaves no region, no community, no worker, and no citizen behind; is crucial 

to ensure a politically feasible transition. Therefore, this shows that social impact matters in the 

European policy context and the European energy sector. Specifically, projects funded under the 

EU’s H2020 programme, such as the BRIDGE projects, should be taking all the necessary measures 

to boost the EU’s prospects for economic and social development while addressing the potential 

harmful effects. Thus, the social impact assessment of such projects plays a significant role in 

guaranteeing that the positive social impacts are maximised, and the negative social impacts are 

minimised, both in the short and the long term. 

4.1.2. Social science expertise in H2020 projects 

A thorough assessment of the expected social effects of sustainable energy deployment is essential 

to enable informed decision-making. The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA, 2014) 

informs that this is a complex but valuable endeavour and, therefore, countries need to provide 

financial resources for data collection and assessment. To see how the EU is supporting the BRIDGE 

and other H2020 projects in this task, I decided to look at the indicators that are used for monitoring 

H2020 cross-cutting issues (EC, 2015b). 

There are indicators for the percentage of social sciences and humanities (SSH) partners in selected 

projects in all H2020 priorities and the percentage of EU financial contribution allocated to them. 

The SSH are given an enhanced role as a cross-cutting issue aimed at improving the assessment of 

and response to complex societal issues. Therefore, the research and innovation chain should 

include contributions from SSH disciplines, where relevant (EC, 2015b). 

The topics that invite contributions from the SSH, have been 'flagged'. H2020 projects under these 

topics are expected to consider the social, economic, behavioural, institutional, historical and 

cultural dimensions of societal issues. Thus, the project partners should ensure that contributions 

from the SSH are integrated at various stages of their project. Contributions from the SSH may also 

be included in projects under any H2020 research topic but it is not required if the topic is not 

'flagged' (EC, 2015b). Consequently, there are several BRIDGE projects where no SSH partners are 

involved, due to the lack of requirement. In these cases, I found that the assessment of their social 

impacts is either overlooked or performed by non-SSH partners, who find the task arduous, as it is 

out of their scope of expertise. 
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As I showed during my literature review, because of the complexity of social systems, the issue of 

determining the significance of 'intangible' social impacts calls for reasonably expert knowledge of 

qualitative research methods, especially when those impacts involve a change perceived by an 

individual or a group of people (du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). Therefore, the absence of social 

scientists in the consortium of some of the BRIDGE project prevents the social impacts from being 

adequately assessed. 

For example, a BRIDGE partner from a research centre said: “the social aspect is not very high on 

the agenda of our project” and “there are not many social indicators, I'm afraid that the people in 

charge of making these KPIs4 are really technical oriented and I don't think they thought a lot about 

this social indicators, unfortunately” (interview, senior scientist, 4th April 2020). This behaviour can 

be linked to an 'asocietal' mentality among the technical staff of the project, which entails that 

decisions are made with little social sensitivity (Burdge & Vanclay, 1996). Some of these technical 

partners might not even perceive this as a problem. However, this is not the case in all the BRIDGE 

projects. In fact, as expressed by another BRIDGE partner: “people that work on H2020 projects, 

but also in general people in the energy sector, care deeply about the consumers, about who they 

are here to serve” (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). He also stated that the problem, 

rather than a lack of care for the social issues, is that the partners of such complex engineering 

projects “feel helpless when talking to citizens”, when trying to address the social impacts of the 

project (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). 

A research engineer from a technical university signalled that “[the fact that] there are not many 

partners from the social and humanities sciences involved in the projects is a structural problem” 

(interview, research engineer, 13th May 2020), generally associated to the allocation of resources 

in the H2020 projects. When a research topic is 'flagged', SSH partners are required and therefore 

part of the funding of the project is allocated to them. However, I found that sometimes, when a 

topic does not require SSH partners, the technical partners and engineers that conceive the project 

proposal “don’t integrate the social aspects from the beginning of the project” (interview, research 

engineer, 13th May 2020) and usually do not consider to allocate part of the budget for experts on 

social sciences, which prevents the social impacts from being adequately assessed. As stated by 

Kunkel & Hall (2020), despite the benefits of sustainable energy, including mitigation of climate 

change, the non-technical challenges often remain outside the scope of engineers’ assessments. 

 
4 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
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4.2. Different characteristics and contexts of the BRIGE projects 

In this section, I show that the projects involved in the BRIDGE initiative, although working together 

towards the same goal, have many different characteristics and are being implemented in different 

contexts. For this reason, my empirical analysis shows very diverse opinions and approaches to 

social impact assessment, which complicates the task of providing any degree of standardisation 

that could facilitate the comparability and knowledge transfer among different projects. 

The BRIDGE initiative unites R&I projects in the areas of Smart Grids, Energy Storage, Islands, and 

Digitalisation to create a structured view of cross-cutting issues encountered in their demonstration 

projects and may constitute an obstacle to innovation. It aims to foster cooperation and exchange 

of knowledge, experiences, and best practices among its members. All with the goal to increase the 

impact that the projects make in the 'real world' to speed up the energy transition (BRIDGE, 2020). 

A broad range of technologies and services are being tested by BRIDGE projects. They are classified 

in six main categories: technologies for consumers, grid technologies, large-scale energy storage 

technologies connected at transmission level, small-scale energy storage technologies connected 

at distribution level, energy generation technologies, and electricity market. Moreover, most of the 

BRIDGE projects involve demonstrations or pilot tests of these technologies and solutions. BRIDGE 

demos or pilots are hosted by 37 different countries, some even outside the EU (e.g. Israel, India, 

USA and China) (BRIDGE, 2020). This heterogeneity implies great variability between projects. 

Delicado, Figueiredo, & Silva (2016) argue that understanding how communities in proximity to 

project sites – demo and pilot sites in the case of BRIDGE – live their lives and how they envisage 

sustainable energy, its benefits and drawbacks, can generate relevant input for adjusting planning 

procedures, devising incentive schemes, avoiding negative impacts, ensuring social justice. Hence 

the importance of assessing the social impacts of BRIDGE projects. However, as already stated in 

the literature, it is not possible to use a common approach to assess and compare the social impact 

data across locations and projects because contexts, missions and values differ (Taylor et al., 2004). 

4.2.1. Comparability and knowledge transfer 

One of the main purposes of the BRIDGE initiative is the exchange of experiences, lessons learned 

and best practices among its members to jointly find solutions to cross-cutting issues. However, 

when talking about social impact assessment, the lessons learned in one project might not be 

applicable in another project, with different context and characteristics. 
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For example, one of the BRIDGE partners mentioned that, when they designing their social impact 

assessment method, “part of the research started from other BRIDGE projects, that provided some 

highlights, but their aim was very different”. Therefore, the knowledge exchange was not useful for 

deciding which social impact assessment approach to follow (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). 

In my literature review, some authors argue that contrasting data and experience across various 

contexts would be beneficial to increase the effectiveness of the assessment process (Değirmenci 

& Evcimen, 2013). However, other authors enquire which are the real possibilities of measuring the 

overall and comparative social impact of different projects, with such diversified communities, 

contexts, human and technical resources, partners, and goals (Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017).  

In this regard, a BRIDGE partner involved in the Consumer and Citizen Engagement working group 

voiced: “I wish we could build one single methodology that we all could use, but that’s not possible”. 

Nevertheless, he also said: “We need to figure out if there are things that we can do better, if there 

is something that we can put in place that allows us to understand that we're not in a vacuum, that 

although these are research projects, they are having a tremendous impact on the future of energy 

in Europe” (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). Therefore, I found that BRIDGE members, 

especially those within this working group, would benefit from a framework that they could use to 

assess and manage their social impacts in a better way. 

As it can be observed from the name of the working group, BRIDGE projects have a strong focus on 

consumer and citizen engagement, and this is reflected on the methods that they choose for social 

impact assessment, as I show later in this chapter. On 29th April 2020, I joined the kick-off meeting 

of this working group, where they presented the tasks for their new work plan. I could observe that, 

while the new goal of the working group is to “build a complete framework of understanding” that 

will provide guidelines for ongoing and future projects, their focus is more oriented to consumer 

engagement rather than social impact assessment. They are acting in response to the policy push 

of the European Commission toward the empowerment of consumers and ownership of citizens in 

the energy sector. The working group is divided into sub-groups, with one focusing on finding a 

range of indicators and monitoring technics to understand and assess the development of collective 

action groups (personal communication, 29th April 2020). Looking at this, I believe that there is a 

need among practitioners of social impact assessment in BRIDGE to join in the working group and 

propose a new focus topic on the assessment of social impacts, to leverage the collaboration and 

knowledge network provided by the BRIDGE initiative. 
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4.3. Perceptions of social impact 

In this section, I present my findings on the perceptions of social impact among the project partners 

of the sustainable energy projects involved in the BRIDGE initiative. In other words, I unpack the 

different meanings that they ascribe to the term 'social impact' and, thus, the understanding that 

they have of 'social impact assessment'. I found that the strong focus of the projects that participate 

in the BRIDGE initiative on consumer engagement has influenced the perceptions that the projects 

partners have of what social impact means. Subsequently, I also show in this section the results of 

the exploratory survey conducted at the BRIDGE General Assembly, where I see to what extent 

social impact assessment is considered relevant by BRIDGE members. I found that the importance 

of assessing certain social impacts is not recognised, and I argue this is because some partners have 

a different perception of what social impact actually means. Finally, I display empirical evidence of 

the preference for mixed methods to measure social impacts, in line with my literature findings. 

4.3.1. Meanings of social impact and its assessment 

In the previous section, I have given an overview of the BRIDGE projects that shows that they can 

have very different characteristics depending on the kind of technology being developed and the 

context in which they are being implemented. I have observed, surveyed and interviewed different 

type of stakeholders involved in the BRIDGE projects (see Table 3). Therefore, it might be expected 

that a great variety of different perceptions and interpretations of what is social impact would have 

emerged from my empirical research. Nevertheless, I found patterns and relationships among the 

answers of the research participants which show that for most of them the concept of social impact 

is very much related to the community engagement and social acceptance aspects of the projects, 

as I describe henceforth. 

First, I found that not every BRIDGE project performs a social impact assessment of its activities or 

at least not social impact assessment as defined in the literature. The reason for this is that most of 

the interviewees seemed to have a broader, different notion of what social impact means. In fact, 

several of them used more often the term 'social aspect' during the interview, rather than saying 

'social effect' or 'social consequence', when referring to social impacts. 

For example, a consultant specialised on stakeholder involvement associated the concept of social 

impact to “what motivates people” to adopt new technologies: “I think that to understand how to 

get people to adopt new technologies, so the social impact that could be had, projects have to 

approach the issues from a different angle”  
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I found that this participant meant that the adoption of new technologies could be increased by 

understanding better the motivations of people to do so. Thus, this would lead to greater social 

impacts, in terms widely usage of the technology by a larger number of people: “Trying to map their 

motivations and understand them might be really helpful for getting a greater degree of adoption 

of the new technologies that are coming out. Fundamentally, I don't think broad public are excited 

about new technologies per se, but if we find an easy way that fits with their lifestyle, then people 

are motivated” (interview, senior consultant, 23rd March 2020). The perception of social impact of 

this participant is therefore related to the level of awareness and engagement of the general public, 

the potential consumers, towards the new sustainable technologies that the project is developing. 

Nevertheless, another project partner working on the same BRIDGE project, who I interviewed the 

same day, contradicted his colleague: “I thought that motivations were not part of the social impact 

assessment. Rather, I thought [social impact] is the actual social consequence for these people, the 

benefits that they are receiving in social terms” (interview, legal analyst, 23rd March 2020). Thus, 

the perception expressed by this participant is the closest to the definitions of social impact that I 

found in my systematic literature review, which I presented earlier in Table 2, referring to both the 

positive (benefits) and negative (consequences) social impacts that can arise from the development 

and implementation of a technology (Freudenburg, 1986; Vanclay, 2003). 

However, there are more participants who perceived social impact as something more related to 

community engagement and social acceptance. For example, the project coordinator of a BRIDGE 

project focusing on smart electrical devices referred to the terms 'consumer impact' and 'customer 

engagement' as synonyms (interview, international project coordinator, 22nd April 2020), while a 

senior scientist working on a similar project had a perception related to social acceptance: “I am 

personally interested in the social aspects, it's very important that people accept the technology 

and the interventions that are done in their buildings” (interview, senior scientist, 4th April 2020). 

Moreover, another BRIDGE partner explained that there are two ways of looking at social impact 

assessment: “you can see a social impact assessment in terms of the numbers of jobs, the general 

economic benefits, (…) and there is what we see more important, which is the plasticity of citizen 

engagement in the community” (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). These empirical data 

regarding the perception of social impact and its assessment show the prominence that public 

participation has in BRIDGE projects. All the interviewees mentioned, in one way or another, the 

use of public involvement, community engagement or social acceptance techniques in their BRIDGE 

projects. This seems to be in line with the tendencies I found in the literature. 
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In fact, Taylor et al. (2004) and Esteves et al. (2012) indicate a historical evolution of social impact 

assessment towards a participatory approach, rather than technocratic, and a more recent and 

gradual shift towards a middle-ground approach between both worldviews, which provides a 

creative setting for more proactive social impact assessments in which participation is a valued end 

in itself. But Vanclay et al. (2015) highlights that social impact assessment and public participation 

are not synonymous, which is what some BRIDGE partners seem to believe based on the quotes I 

present above, as only one of the interviewees made explicit mention of social impacts as 'effects' 

or 'consequences' of their interventions on society. 

Social impact assessment is an analytical process which intends to influence decision-making and 

the management of social issues. To do this effectively, it necessarily requires meaningful 

interaction and good-faith dialogue with interested parties, which should have a real ability to 

influence the management of social issues (Vanclay et al., 2015). However, Delicado et al. (2016) 

point out that most of the social sciences literature on sustainable energy is very much focused on 

the factors of acceptance and resistance, participation and engagement during the planning stages, 

but few studies address what happens once the energy infrastructures are built and start operating. 

Far fewer explore this change in detail and delve into the actual social impacts of sustainable energy 

projects in local communities (Delicado et al., 2016). Having this into account, it is necessary that I 

examine how these participatory approaches are carried out in the BRIDGE projects to determine 

whether they are properly assessing their social impacts or, rather, they are just trying to increase 

the awareness, acceptance and engagement of citizens and local communities, as potential future 

consumers of their energy technologies or customers of their energy services. 

Assessing the social impact of these BRIDGE projects is important to minimise their cost to society 

while maximising the positive impact to the benefit and greater welfare of the world’s growing 

population (UNEP/SETAC, 2009). According to Burdge (2003b), social impact assessment aims to 

help individuals and communities, as well as government agencies and private-sector organizations, 

understand and anticipate the possible social consequences for human populations of planned and 

unplanned social change resulting from proposed projects. Since sustainable energy technologies 

lead to lower emissions of several pollutants compared to the use of fossil-fuel energy sources, the 

existing literature has put much emphasis on the global environmental benefits, especially in terms 

of climate change mitigation. In contrast, although the social benefits of sustainable energy projects 

are also mentioned, they have generally not received comparable attention (del Río & Burguillo, 

2008; Karytsas et al., 2020).  
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Nevertheless, social impacts are gaining increasing recognition among energy project developers 

and policy-makers, as they are seeing the potential for social benefits – such as diversification and 

security of energy supply, increased income, enhanced regional and rural development, creation of 

domestic industry and employment opportunities – which have already proven important in 

countries with high sustainable energy deployment levels (del Río & Burguillo, 2008; IRENA, 2014; 

Karytsas et al., 2020). 

Besides, social impact assessment is of high significance for energy projects, such as the BRIDGE 

projects, as it allows project managers, policy-makers, and other decision-makers, to recognise this 

wide range of additional benefits. Social impact assessment can, among others, enhance people’s 

awareness and trust by communicating messages that are more targeted at what really matters to 

them, be used as a marketing tool, improve accountability and credibility, maintain a social license 

to operate, support the creation of a more favourable policy and funding environment, and identify 

issues in advance, thus avoiding and reducing costs (Karytsas et al., 2020). In the following section, 

I explore the level of recognition of the significance of assessing social impacts among the partners 

of the BRIDGE projects. 

4.3.2. Recognition of the relevance of social impacts  

In this section, I present my analysis of the results of the exploratory survey that I conducted at the 

BRIDGE General Assembly, which can be visualised in Table 4. Results of the Social Impact Exploratory 

Survey conducted at the BRIDGE General Assembly. (see Table 3). Again, I found that the empirical data 

demonstrated that the perceptions of social impact assessment among the partners of sustainable 

energy projects involved in the BRIDGE initiative revolve mainly around the public and the end-

users of their proposed technologies, as they find highly relevant and show stronger emphasis on 

the assessment of public participation, stakeholder involvement and mainly all the activities that 

require interaction with people. Furthermore, I found that the relevance of the other types of social 

impact is not widely recognised among the BRIDGE project partners, as they do not consider that it 

is necessary to assess them, nor emphasise their consideration within the project. 

In this survey, the BRIDGE project partners were presented with the following 14 social impact 

themes, which were extracted from the baseline definition of the social key performance indicators 

created by TU/e for the MUSE GRIDS (2018) project: quality of life, empowerment, energy poverty, 

participation, security of energy supply, health, safety, employment, stakeholder involvement, 
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privacy and cybersecurity of the end-user, autonomy of the end-user, responsibility in the value 

chain, responsibility in product design, and transparency of the project. 

The results of the survey show that, among these themes, the BRIDGE project partners consider of 

higher relevance the themes of participation, security of energy supply, stakeholder involvement, 

privacy and cybersecurity of the end-user and transparency of the project. Also, I found that the 

themes that are already assessed by a larger number of projects are participation, empowerment, 

stakeholder involvement, security of energy supply and transparency of the project, while themes 

like safety, energy poverty or employment are not assessed by many of the projects. Therefore, 

these empirical data reinforce the fact that the BRIDGE projects are strongly focused on the aspects 

of social impact assessment that involve interaction with the public or the end-users. 

Then, the BRIDGE project partners were invited to indicate in the survey if they considered that any 

of these social impact themes should be emphasised within their project. The results show that in 

general most of them are satisfied with the level of significance that is given to the social impacts 

within their projects, as it can be observed that the majority of respondents do not consider that 

any of the themes should be given more attention. This shows that the importance of some social 

impact themes is not recognised, since the project partners do not deem necessary to include them 

among the indicators of their social impact assessment. 

This issue also emerged during my interviews. A BRIDGE partner working for a technical research 

centre said that the question of whether social impacts should be considered more or less within 

the project “is a personal opinion of each partner”, but she expressed that, in her opinion, “social 

aspects should definitely be handled more, but there are some people who are very focused on the 

technical aspect and they think that [social impact] is not relevant for our project at all” (interview, 

senior scientist, 4th April 2020). 

I argue that the little recognition of the relevance of social impacts by some of the BRIDGE partners 

can be associated to the fact that the technical project partners have a misplaced definition of what 

social impact actually means for social scientists in the social impact assessment field. They do not 

understand social impact assessment in terms of how the activities of the projects can cause social 

changes that might benefit or detriment different sections of society in different ways (du Pisani & 

Sandham, 2006). Rather, they perceive social impacts as 'social factors' or 'social aspects' that can 

affect the users’ interaction with the sustainable energy technologies that they are developing in 

the project. For example, in the consumer impact report provided by the coordinator of a BRIDGE 
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project focusing on smart electrical devices, social assessment is conceived as the evaluation of 

“how social practices influence the energy use” (personal communication, 22nd April 2020). 

Moreover, another project partner indicates that “the social context plays a very big part, people 

have a lot of effect on the way that energy is used and how much energy is used” and that her idea 

of energy technology is that “it has to serve humans with least effect to the environment and that's 

where sustainable energy plays a big role” (interview, senior scientist, 4th April 2020). 

Therefore, it seems that BRIDGE projects are focusing on a 'human-centred design' of their energy 

technologies and that what they actually aim to assess is the effect that social factors have on how 

people interact with the technologies in order to achieve greater acceptance, engagement and, 

ultimately, adoption of such technologies, rather than assessing the effects that the deployment of 

their projects have on society as a whole. I believe this is the reason why the participation and 

stakeholder involvement themes are considered more relevant for these BRIDGE partners, while 

other themes are not seen as necessary, and why their perceptions of social impact assessment are 

linked to public participation, community engagement and social acceptance. 

For instance, many BRIDGE projects are focused on smart grid technology, defined as 'network 

efficiently integrating the behaviour and actions of all users connected to it in order to ensure an 

economically efficient, sustainable electricity system with low losses and high quality and security 

of supply and safety' (Vasiljevska & Gras, 2017).The fact that the performance of the technology 

depends on the energy behaviour of the consumers entails a relevant role of public involvement, 

awareness and engagement in the development, implementation and assessment of the projects. 

This empirical finding resonates within the literature on social impact assessment of sustainable 

energy projects where authors like Rogers, Simmons, Convery, & Weatherall (2011), for instance, 

argue that increasing community engagement with renewable energy technologies has been seen 

as potential 'work on hearts and minds' which might encourage social acceptance of other modes 

of renewable energy technology development. Beyond this, they claim that increased engagement 

is frequently expected, not only to increase awareness and acceptance of sustainable energy in 

general, but to boost reflection on the links between personal behaviours and energy consumption, 

prompting sustainable behaviour change, such as energy conservation. 

On the other hand, other authors do not see this approach as incompatible with social impact 

assessment. For example, Spector et al. (2016) highlight that understanding how customers use 
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and benefit from a product or service, and their attitudes towards it, not only gives a 'sense of 

impact', but also provides valuable insights on end-user demographics and product demand. 

This is not the case of all BRIDGE projects. Some projects do assess their social impacts in the way 

that is devised by the social impact assessment field that I studied earlier in my systematic literature 

review. Thus, later in this chapter, I examine the approach, tools and indicators that they use to 

assess the social impacts of their energy-related activities in order to determine whether they are 

assessing and managing their social impacts adequately. 

4.3.3. Different viewpoints on the quantification of social impacts 

Before moving to the description of the methods used by the BRIDGE partners to assess the social 

impacts of their projects, in this section, I show that the perceptions expressed by several of the 

research participants are consistent with my findings regarding the debate of whether quantitative 

methods can capture the complexity of social impacts. I found that both literature and empirical 

data show the necessity for a mixed-methods approach to social impact assessment because the 

abstract nature of human behaviour and certain aspects of society poses a great challenge to the 

development of quantitative social impact indicators (Takyi, 2014). 

A BRIDGE partner working for an engineering consultancy to help foster energy democracy said 

that “it is impossible to fully answer this question; otherwise, we wouldn't be here in the first place” 

(interview, legal analyst, 23rd March 2020). This statement supports my earlier remark that the 

social impact assessment field is a lively research field surrounded by multiple debates, which 

allows for continuous discussions and proposals on how to better assess and manage the social 

impacts of our interventions. 

In fact, he mentioned that he had recently enjoyed a conversation with a sociologist on this topic, 

and explained that they were trying to “measure social impact in terms of numbers, just to have a 

larger appeal to States and companies that primarily express the development of their project, 

company or State, based on analytical quantitative data” (interview, legal analyst, 23rd March 2020). 

The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA, 2014) also shows a preference for quantitative 

analysis, since it helps to monitor policy effectiveness and to communicate benefits to the public at 

large with reliable facts and figures.  

Nevertheless, a senior scientist working in a technical research centre argued that “when it's about 

human beings, you can't always just use the quantitative approach, you also need some qualitative 
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indicators because it's very hard to quantify some aspects, and trying to oversimplify the human 

aspects may take the results in the wrong direction” (interview, senior scientist, 4th April 2020). 

This is a perfect exemplification of the debate on how to measure social impacts. It shows how 

quantitative results are usually considered more useful and, thus, preferred by decision-makers and 

other stakeholders, while others argue that some aspects of society are too complex and subjective 

to be assigned an objective quantitative value (Taylor et al., 2004; du Pisani & Sandham, 2006). 

The senior scientist also shared a summary of the findings of a past H2020 project, which was not 

part of BRIDGE but was focused on “assessing the intangible benefits of energy efficiency” (personal 

communication, 4th April 2020). The literature had already described social impacts as 'intangible'. 

In line with my literature findings, this project summary concluded that “both qualitative and 

quantitative evidence (and therefore indicators) are important” and also highlighted that “it would 

be a mistake to give low priority to an issue simply because it is difficult to quantify”(personal 

communication, 4th April 2020). In contrast, a technical project manager of another BRIDGE project 

explained that they “decided to choose these KPIs because they were not very difficult to quantify” 

(interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). This shows that impact assessment approaches vary 

greatly depending on the characteristics of the project and the background of the partners involved. 

Furthermore, a consultant working on human-centric solutions expressed that quantitative data 

“should always be complemented with a qualitative analysis”. She also said that the assessment 

“can start with quantitative analysis to give guidance to the qualitative analysis afterwards, but they 

should always be done together if possible, because sometimes [it is necessary] to go in depth” 

(interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). Her perspective aligns with that of Garbarino & Holland 

(2009), who claim that mixed methods have a greater breadth of coverage and generalisability, as 

qualitative research can help interpret quantitative data. Also, Takyi (2014) argues the complex 

human-centred nature of social impact assessment requires a combination variety of methods 

being quantitative or qualitative based on the issues under considerations. Thus, I found evidence 

both in the literature and empirically that show that practitioners prefer the use of mixed methods. 

Finally, in line with Ruff & Olsen (2016), who suggested that social impact assessment could draw 

insights from other disciplines such as financial accounting, a BRIDGE partner with legal background 

explained that, in law, there are specific methods and tables to calculate coefficients that are used 

to assess to which extent the families of a crime victim need to be reimbursed for social grievances, 

and he hinted that “it might be interesting to look at the legal approach in these types of cases and 
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think about to which extent this can be transferred, more in general, to sociology and social impact 

assessment” (interview, legal analyst, 23rd March 2020). 

4.4. Assessment methods and indicators 

I have found that each BRIDGE project uses different approaches, tools and indicators for assessing 

the social impact assessment of their energy-related activities. In this section, I present the main 

features of those approaches while finding links with the main points that emerged from the 

literature review, as well as between one another. First, I show a prevalence of social acceptance 

studies in the literature on social impact assessment applied to energy projects, where I also found 

that some practitioners wrongly assume that public participation equals social impact assessment, 

without actually measuring the social impacts caused by their projects. This misplaced perception 

of what social impact implies, in addition to a heightened consideration of environmental benefits 

over social impacts, contributes to a widespread disregard of the social impacts of energy projects. 

Subsequently, I delve into the details of the assessment of social impacts in the BRIDGE projects, 

which inform my research towards the development of a methodological framework customised 

for sustainable energy projects with the characteristics of those involved in the BRIDGE initiative. 

4.4.1. Highlights of the literature on social impacts of energy projects 

Henceforth, I provide insights on the key issues that I found on the literature regarding the practice 

of social impact assessment in the context of sustainable energy projects. 

When reviewing the existing literature on social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, 

I observed that there is a wide range of publications addressing the question of public and social 

acceptance of sustainable energy technology and infrastructure, but the actual impact of such 

deployments on society and local livelihoods has received substantially less attention (Terrapon-

Pfaff et al., 2019). Burdge & Vanclay (1996) argue that project managers not familiar with social 

impact assessment have difficulty in understanding the use and integration of public involvement 

in the assessment process. They indicate that public involvement has often been equated with 

social impact assessment, and this is also what I found to be the perceptions of several BRIDGE 

partners, as I explained in the previous section. However, the problem comes when decision-

makers believe that because they have done public involvement, they have done social impact 

assessment. Public participation is a component of social impact assessment that, as I found during 

my systematic literature review, has progressively gained a prominent role in the assessment 

process. However, participation in itself is not social impact assessment (Vanclay et al., 2015). Thus, 
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I examine the approaches used in BRIDGE projects to verify if social impact assessment is properly 

undertaken, consistent with the international guidelines. 

Some authors highlight that, despite scarce empirical research, the expectations of positive impacts 

from the implementation of sustainable energy projects appear to be higher than for conventional 

energy projects, as they are usually associated with sustainable development (del Río & Burguillo, 

2008; Terrapon-Pfaff et al., 2019; Karytsas et al., 2020). Nevertheless, although the implementation 

of clean energy projects is an important step for the transition towards a more sustainable energy 

system on national and global levels, these projects do not automatically foster positive impacts at 

the local level (Terrapon-Pfaff et al., 2019). Impact assessments of energy projects frequently fail 

to account for social repercussions and long-term negative effects and benefits of energy systems 

(Gallego & Mack, 2010). This is true not only for sustainable energy projects but is actually a 

widespread phenomenon, despite increasing recognition of the value of assessing and managing 

social impacts (Terrapon-Pfaff et al., 2019). Montalbán-Domingo et al. (2018) emphasized that 

there is no understanding among project managers of what social impact means and how it can be 

assessed more effectively, which makes social issues difficult to consider in project developments. 

Relevant case studies of social impact assessment applied to energy projects are hard to find, and 

often not accessible due to confidentiality issues (Burdge & Vanclay, 1996). Nevertheless, several 

studies provide evidence of social impacts, but they lack an integrated conceptual framework to 

comprehensively analyse the social impacts of energy projects and which can be empirically applied 

in different territories (del Río & Burguillo, 2008). By exploring how the BRIDGE projects assess their 

social impacts, I aim to understand what are the main limitations and challenges faced by the 

project partners to propose a methodological framework adapted to what is relevant for them but 

that, at the same time, enhances the effectiveness of the assessment and management processes. 

An EC’s report on impact assessment and recommendations shows that the fluctuating dynamics 

of different dimensions of society, coupled with competing and sometimes conflicting perceptions 

about what constitutes social impact for different people, adds also to the inherent complexities of 

measuring how our activities bring about societal change. Besides, monitoring impacts over a long 

period of time is a hard task since, while a project is still ongoing or when it has recently ended, it 

is not possible to observe in full-scope what have been the achievements and social effects with a 

short distance in time (Pólvora & Nascimento, 2017). Thus, this shows that the different approaches 

to social impact assessment found in the BRIDGE projects, presented in the next section, not only 
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are a consequence of their individual and collective perceptions of what social impact means and 

the heterogeneity of contexts in which the projects are being implemented but also are affected 

by the complexity of social dynamics and the difficulty of the task in itself.  

4.4.2. Practice of social impact assessment in BRIDGE projects 

In this section, I delve into the heterogeneity of social impact assessment approaches, tools and 

indicators used in the BRIDGE projects. First, I show that BRIDGE projects use flexible, participatory 

and, most importantly, practical tools. It can be observed that BRIDGE projects focus mostly on 

awareness, engagement and social acceptance. They do not perform a comprehensive analysis of 

all the potential social impacts that their projects might have on society, but they develop and 

assess a smaller set of social impact indicators that are specifically relevant for their project and the 

people in their demo sites. Finally, I show an overview of the main challenges faced by the BRIDGE 

partners during the assessment process. 

4.4.2.1. Data collection methods and tools 

Hereinafter, I present the main tools that were used by the BRIDGE project partners to gather the 

data that they needed to perform their assessments. From the observations and the interviews that 

I did during my research, I saw that they were using a great variety of tools to gather both qualitative 

and quantitative data, such as surveys, questionnaires, smart meter data, interviews, focus groups 

or workshops. Below I show the experiences that the BRIDGE project partners had when using these 

data collection tools, why they chose these tools and if they found them useful for the assessment. 

I found that several BRIDGE partners did not use a predefined method to gather the data, they were 

flexible and adapted to what was more convenient at that point of the project. For example, one of 

the technical project managers said: “We have not followed a specific methodology. We decided 

the KPIs and, when it was the time to analyse them, we went to the pilot sites to ask for the specific 

information” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). But other BRIDGE project partners did 

follow a more clearly structured methodology, which they decided at the beginning of the project. 

All BRIDGE projects use very proactive approaches, in which participation is a valued end in itself, 

which aligns with the middle-ground approach that prevails in the literature (Taylor et al., 2004). As 

stated in the literature, participatory social impact assessment is not only about identifying social 

impacts but about sharing information and building community awareness (Burdge, 2003a). But 

what I saw in the BRIDGE projects is that their approach is generally more focused on awareness, 
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social acceptance and community engagement about their technologies, rather than on collecting 

data for social impact assessment. This relates to the problem that I identified in the previous 

section regarding the belief among some project managers that participation is equivalent to social 

impact assessment. 

▪ Workshops: participatory approach 

Several BRIDGE projects organised workshops and events in their pilot sites with the objective of 

informing and engaging the citizens and the end-users of the technology and increasing the social 

acceptance. These events usually take place in the shape of interactive workshops or World Café5 

(interview, consultant, 6th April 2020), which is a simple, effective and flexible format for hosting 

large group dialogue. These are examples of participative approaches, where people from the local 

communities are offered the opportunity to speak and express their point of view. However, for 

the social impact assessment to be truly participatory, not only do they need to be heard, but their 

opinions have to be taken into account in the decision-making process. 

A technical project manager explained: “We performed different citizen engagement workshops in 

the pilot sites. First at the mid-part of the project, when we presented the project to the local 

citizens and also explained them our technology, that was a tool addressed to small prosumers; and 

then for the last part of the project, to see the opinions of the people regarding the overall 

performance of the project and regarding the smart home tool they had been using during the last 

part of the project” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). This shows an intention to assess 

the social impact of the project, but the fact that the local people are only asked their opinion at 

the end of the project indicates that the social impacts are assessed post factum, while social impact 

assessment is generally defined as an anticipatory-effort to predict likely impacts before they occur 

(Taylor et al., 2004), so there is room to make decisions that allow to minimise the negative impacts 

and maximise the positive ones before the end of the project. However, considering that BRIDGE 

projects are research and innovation projects, it is not easy to forecast the effects that some of 

their new technologies might have on society. Thus, I consider that assessing the social impacts 

after the BRIDGE project has been implemented is a valid approach, as long as the knowledge and 

data generated are used to inform future projects with similar technologies or in similar contexts. 

 
5 World Café is a structured conversational process for knowledge sharing in which groups of people discuss a topic at 
several small tables. Some degree of formality may be retained to make sure that everyone gets a chance to speak. 
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▪ Interviews and focus groups: in-depth qualitative data gathering 

Among the interviewees, only the partners of BRIDGE projects that included social scientists in their 

consortium provided detailed information about their qualitative data gathering. They expressed 

their satisfaction with the “invaluable insights” obtained from interviews and focus groups. 

A partner of a BRIDGE project looking to deliver a community-driven approach to implement new 

clean energy technologies in local communities explained: “In the pilot sites, we will try to see 

whether the technologies are actually interesting for them. For our project, it's important to have 

in-depth information from the end-users, especially those who actually receive support from the 

project or have the technologies installed in their houses, those are cases that we shouldn’t leave 

behind. We are thinking about a qualitative assessment, either with focus groups or in-depth 

interviews” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). She also said that for assessing this project is not 

necessary to include the European citizens in general nor the broad community of stakeholders. 

This is because they are working with energy communities, which implies a bottom-up approach to 

decision-making that allows local communities to have more autonomy and control over their own 

future. Thus, a deep qualitative analysis is required to determine what are the actual impacts of the 

project, since the interventions are based on community action that might have happened anyway 

without the support of the project partners. 

Furthermore, the project coordinator of a BRIDGE project testing smart electric thermal storage 

technologies said that this project gained a lot of interest from the European Commission because 

of their focus on consumer impact, which until recent years was not relevant in most of the H2020 

projects (interview, international project coordinator, 22nd  April 2020). She also explained that a 

range of different methods helped in building up a “thick picture” of customer experience and what 

lay behind it. They gathered information “horizontally” across countries and “vertically” at three 

different levels of activity: customers, project leaders and middle actors. They looked at telemetry 

data from the appliances, carried out phone and online surveys, had some focus groups and visited 

a substantial number of customers for more in-depth interviews (interview, 22nd April 2020). 

She also shared their customer impact report, which highlighted that “interviews with customers 

and installers proved invaluable, offering a far more realistic and in-depth picture of technology 

adoption and everyday experience than would have been available from the surveys alone”. This 

report showed that end-of-project interviews with project leaders and middle actors also “added 

depth to the impact analysis, as each could offer reflections from their standpoint” (personal 
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communication, 22nd April 2020). This thorough explanation of their data gathering approach 

showed me how important it is for BRIDGE projects to dedicate time and resources to obtain 

relevant qualitative data for the social impact assessment, which not only allows to improve the 

projects’ outcomes but ultimately leads to better understanding of how these innovative 

technologies can help address key societal challenges. 

▪ Surveys and questionnaires: broad, far-reaching data collection 

Multiple BRIDGE projects use surveys and questionnaires to gather data for the assessment of social 

impacts. These tools do not provide in-depth insights like interviews and focus groups, but they 

allow to reach a larger number of people and usually consume less time and resources from the 

project. Nevertheless, the questions need to be designed carefully to reduce subjectivity in the 

interpretations. 

In a BRIDGE project testing a smart home tool, the project partners collected data after the citizen 

engagement workshops through questionnaires to the attendants. The objective was to analyse 

their opinions about the workshops, whether they agreed with the approach taken and whether 

they considered that they had been informed properly about the smart home tool. The attendants 

were also invited to write takeaway notes so the project partners could continue improving their 

work (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). 

In another BRIDGE project developing demand response tools for energy cooperatives, the project 

manager explained that they did two campaigns of online questionnaires. The first questionnaire 

was focused for the people that were part of an action group in the cooperative, and they measured 

what were the key drivers and if they felt supported by the project. Then, the second questionnaire 

was broader to all the members of the cooperative (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). 

Questionnaires are a useful tool to obtain data from a broad number of people, which might help 

to reduce the subjectivity usually associated with social impact assessment by distributing the 

questionnaire to a larger sample group. However, this project was not truly assessing the social 

impacts since their objective was to understand the psychology of a cooperative member and what 

they needed from the project partners. 

Moreover, a consultant in charge of stakeholder engagement for a BRIDGE project on renewable 

energy integration in energy communities described how her company developed the social impact 

assessment survey for the project. This survey was not directly addressed to all the stakeholders, it 
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was “meant to be only for the citizens or people that work or study in the pilot sites”. The aim was 

“to assess whether they know about renewable energies, whether they are aware of what energy 

communities are and how they work, and whether they know something about the business models 

that can be behind that” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). Even though they named it “social 

impact assessment survey”, from the kind of questions they ask it seems to be more focused on 

awareness about sustainable energy technologies and energy communities. 

Their plan is to distribute this survey during the first year of the project and then “re-run it a second 

and a third time throughout the project to see if the awareness level is raising while the project 

advances” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). Their strategy of repeating the survey at different 

point in time is useful to have a term of comparison, as it will allow them to measure the impact of 

the project on the level of awareness of the local people. In contrast, a partner from another 

BRIDGE project indicated that their “KPIs are not measured over a period of time, it is going to be 

a one-off intervention” (interview, senior consultant, 23rd March 2020). 

Nevertheless, what I found important about the BRIDGE project on energy communities is that they 

decided that the survey “should not only be distributed among the people who are involved in the 

project”. They chose to broaden up the reach of the survey so they “could make a comparison 

between the level of awareness in the pilot sites and among the general public”. This way, the 

indicators obtained from the general public “could work as a control group” because they are not 

involved in the project and “their level of awareness will probably not change much” (interview, 

consultant, 6th April 2020). This comparison would strengthen the results of their assessment as it 

shows 'what would have happened anyway'. This approach resonates with the definition of impact 

by Clark et al. (2004), which inferred the use of a counterfactual because an intervention has an 

impact only if it produces social outcomes that would not otherwise have occurred. 

As a last example on the use of surveys for data collection, the abovementioned BRIDGE project 

testing smart electric thermal storage technologies, similarly to the project on energy communities, 

also carried out a programme of surveys. A sign-up survey before the new appliances were installed 

to collect baseline information. A post-installation survey to check whether the process had gone 

well, pick up any early problems with the technology and assess customers’ satisfaction with their 

ability to control their appliances and the level of support received. And a final survey to assess 

general satisfaction levels, what advice had been most helpful, perceived changes in behaviour, 

electricity bills and comfort levels (interview, international project coordinator, 22nd April 2020). 
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Although this project was focused mainly on the end-users rather than society as a whole, their 

approach to data collection, which also included in-depth interviews, focus groups, community 

events, workshops and telemetry data, was very comprehensive- They reached to all the different 

stakeholders of the project and gathered both quantitative and qualitative data at different points 

in time throughout the project, which enabled them to monitor the evolution of their different 

impact indicators and make adjustments accordingly. 

▪ Innovative approaches: flexibility and practicality 

As stated in the literature, the shift towards a middle-ground approach that combines elements 

from the technocratic and the participative worldviews opened the door for the use of innovative 

and creative concepts and methods for social impact identification (Taylor et al., 2004). I found 

evidence of such types of approaches in some of the BRIDGE projects that I analysed.  

For instance, one of the projects on energy communities proposed “an online interactive game 

whose aim is exactly that of raising awareness”. The interviewee also clarified that “it's not an 

assessment, it's not a survey, except of course for the results that we get from it”. They will gather 

data from the usage of the game, for example, they “will know how many people are winning the 

game”. They game will be used for two objectives: “one is to give information and the other one is 

to see how much people are engaged into some solutions” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). 

This kind of approach, although it cannot be used on its own, is an innovative way to gather data 

that can be used to complement and reinforce the validity other sources of data. It is also useful to 

broaden the scope of the assessment by making it more appealing to some sections of society that 

might not have been interested or able to participate before, such as the younger generations. 

This interviewee also mentioned that, in parallel to their work, another partner of the project is also 

applying the MAMCA methodology, which is an innovative multi-criteria, multi-actor analysis, This 

model enables the simultaneous evaluation of alternative scenarios or technologies while explicitly 

including the opinions of all stakeholders in the decision-making process. It produces a structured 

overview of the positive and negative impacts of each alternative for each of the stakeholders. For 

this project, they are “assessing which business models would be more feasible and interesting for 

the stakeholders in the pilot sites” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). 

Another example is the case of a BRIDGE project aiming for decarbonisation of energy supply and 

community building in energy islands. The project manager explained that they decided to have 
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two separate assessment approaches to “to track through time this collective building”. The reason 

for that is “because one is an innovation that we are exploring at the moment, so we cannot use 

only this tool to assess what we're doing because we still have to run the project” (interview, project 

manager, 9th April 2020). They are using both approaches in parallel and they use the KPIs that 

developed in one to assess the other, and vice versa. The complete framework of this new 

innovative tool “will come together at the end of the project”. 

The aim of their assessment is community building and they decided to try this innovative tool “to 

focus on the community leaders and use the citizen group as an anchor to assess what was going 

on”. The innovation lies in the facts that “technically they are doing self-assessments”. The project 

partners are supporting the community leaders and motivating them to be realistic, but “the tool 

is for them and, therefore, whatever they want to include is for us to decide”. Thus, this tool enables 

a participative bottom-up approach to decision-making. The BRIDGE project has just built a 

dashboard for them to use and the project partners can monitor how it evolves through time and 

give them advise according to what they observe in the dashboard. However, “potentially this is 

not a research tool, it is a tool for the community leaders to understand their actions”.  

This tool is under development but potentially in the future it will be a dashboard where community 

leader can fill questionnaires and give a grade to certain aspects. Then, the dashboard would 

process the information and present it in a visual way. The tool aims to the practical for the 

community leaders and help them “start the reflection on what they are doing, what they want to 

achieve and what do they need to be successful” (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020).  

This tool diverges from pure social research and the project manager admitted that “social impact 

assessment in terms of policy, for example, would not be suited to what we are doing, simply 

because we are very much based on the ground”. He explained that they had to make a choice 

between doing “pure assessment” or “support the community leaders” and they decided to be 

practical and chose the latter, because social impact assessment “didn’t get the right picture”. Also, 

he expressed that, with the support of the working group on Consumer and Citizen Engagement, 

he is “hoping to build a much more complete framework that will then be the gold standard that 

the project leaders can use daily”. Then, he suggested that the indicators obtained from this tool 

could be extracted and integrated into the “real assessment framework” that can be used by policy-

makers. He also highlighted that it is a “complex but at the same time crucial task” because of the 



 

  Page | 77  

difficulty of measuring community building and quantifying the intensity and quality of people’s 

interactions (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). 

I argue that the perception of the partners of this BRIDGE project that the innovative tool that they 

are developing is not compatible with social impact assessment arises from a misconception of the 

current state of development of the social impact assessment field. This project manager referred 

to social impact assessment as a policy tool, while I have shown through my systematic literature 

that there was a transition of social impact assessment to also become a management tool. 

He also implied a need for quantifying the indicators in order to be used in a “real assessment 

framework”, but both my literature and empirical findings have provided evidence of the 

prevalence of mixed methods for social impact assessment and, thus, the complexity of certain 

social indicators could be captured through qualitative analysis.  

Moreover, he indicated that they had they decided to use this innovative tool, rather than “pure 

social impact assessment” because it is meant to be more practical and useful for project leaders. 

Yet, I have shown that the social impact assessment field is pursuing a balance between flexibility 

and standardisation that enables practitioners to assess what is relevant and useful for their project.  

Besides, the middle-ground approach challenges academics to research more practical problems 

of the 'real world' and to work closely in areas where there is social change involving communities 

and special interest groups; and also encourages these groups to participate in the decision-making 

processes (Taylor et al., 2004). It also opens the door for innovative and creative social impact 

assessment approaches that sought to make people and communities active participants, rather 

than mere objects of assessment (Mathur, 2011). 

Therefore, the innovative tool proposed by the aforesaid BRIDGE project (interview, project 

manager, 9th April 2020) would be a good example of a middle-ground practical approach to social 

impact assessment, even if the BRIDGE partners that are developing it do not perceive it that way. 

I argue that the problem lies in the fact that they have a different purpose, they aim to assess how 

community building takes place, while the goal of social impact assessment is to identify and 

manage the social impacts at a broader level. 

4.4.2.2. Assessment and indicators 
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As I have shown in the previous sections of this chapter, BRIDGE projects are performing different 

kinds of assessment but not all of them are strictly doing social impact assessment as defined in the 

literature. They are mostly focusing on themes such as public awareness, stakeholder involvement 

and engagement, consumer and citizen engagement, social acceptance or community building and 

engagement. Even though they are not doing a comprehensive analysis of all the potential positive 

and negative, intended and unintended, short-term and long-term, direct and indirect impacts that 

their projects might have on society, BRIDGE projects are assessing and developing indicators of 

several social factors or effects. Hereinafter, I show which are the main indicators that they select 

and how they assess them in the different kind of BRIDGE projects. 

▪ Smart Grids 

A BRIDGE project focused on smart grids decided to use 6 social KPIs in their assessment, which 

are: number of jobs created, new skills of employees, number of women testing the technologies 

in the pilot sites, number of women promoting the project in the dissemination activities, citizens’ 

satisfaction in the pilot sites and gaps in skills and personnel covered.  They also assessed another 

4 user-related KPIs: penetration of the demand-response campaign, safety, social acceptance and 

time lost/saved by consumers. All these KPIs were decided at the beginning of the project, relying 

on the opinions and feedback from some of their own partners in the project, who had previous 

knowledge, and their EU officer suggested them to include how the gender dimension is covered 

by the project (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). 

This project manager also shared their cost-benefit and impact assessment planning deliverable. 

When reviewing this project deliverable, I found that the project had distinct social goals to increase 

quality of living in smart-grid enabled neighbourhoods, put citizens at the centre of decision-making 

leading to energy democracy, and address energy poverty in a European scale. Their methodology 

consisted of three parts: a cost-benefit analysis in terms of a monetary appraisal, a qualitative 

impact analysis in terms of a non-monetary appraisal, which focused on social, user-related and 

environmental impacts, and a combination of both quantitative and qualitative instruments that 

employs weights to combine the different impacts of the qualitative analysis in accordance with 

their foreseen relevance (personal communication, 13th May 2020).  

Nevertheless, the main rationale behind their selection of KPIs was the identification of easy-to-

understand, directly measurable and quantifiable benefits. “KPIs were measured in a quantitative 

way, except for the indicator new skills of the employees because it was slightly more difficult to 
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quantify” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). In general, they found that implementing 

smart grid projects has both positive social impacts on its citizens, although they may not perceive 

these benefits as directly applicable to themselves, and negative social impacts, which need to be 

managed to prevent the technological progress to full maturation from being slowed down. 

▪ Energy Storage 

The coordinator of a project testing storage technologies explained that their “flexible approach” 

allowed them to make the most of opportunities as they arose and to “build a dataset that offers 

valuable insights into customer experience, technology adoption and commercial possibilities”. 

While their main concern was customer engagement, they “did [their] best to take account of all 

aspects of the project” (interview, international project coordinator, 22nd April 2020). With a similar 

methodological approach to that of this thesis, their customer impact report shows that they 

analysed all their survey data, interview and focus group audio records and transcripts, photos and 

observation data with the help of NVivo software package. They made comparisons between 

countries, identified themes emerging from their qualitative data, and cross-checked between 

different data sources. This allowed them to “build up a picture of customer experiences as a 

whole” (personal communication, 22nd April 2020). The results of their impact assessment are 

qualitative and are presented in a detailed report, which aligns with Ruff & Olsen's (2016) argument 

that thorough and detailed social impact reports are needed, as well as people who can read them. 

Their findings show how different modes of customer support were needed in order to make 

energy storage technologies work effectively. They also show how five factors – comfort, control, 

cost, care and connectivity – contributed to bringing about good outcomes for customers. Also, the 

project clearly demonstrated how “communications are central to the effective adoption of new 

technology and novel processes” (personal communication, 22nd April 2020). Overall, by assessing 

customers’ experiences, as well as those of project partners, this BRIDGE project has shown that 

technology adoption is a social as well as a technical process. 

▪ Energy Communities 

There are multiple BRIDGE projects working with energy communities. This is a relatively new mode 

in which sustainable energy projects are implemented because there is a bottom-up approach to 

decision-making, where local communities are empowered to take control over their own future. 
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Therefore, this kind of projects also uses new, different approaches to assess their impacts, which 

are usually focused on the motivations of people. 

For instance, in a BRIDGE project working on renewable energy integration in energy communities, 

the partner in charge of stakeholder engagement explained that they “are not really assessing what 

is the impact on their lives”. Rather, they are researching aspects such as “how they gain their 

knowledge, how much they are interested in renewables energies or environmental issues or what 

business models would be better for them”. They also investigate the community members’ 

perception of risks and benefits. They did “a broad literature review and tried to align to what was 

already done, especially about renewable energy” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). 

However, they did not find relevant information about the energy communities specifically and that 

is why had to “come up with a new idea of how to assess it”. They analysed the survey results by 

organising them all together in the same space and then they “developed indicators by crossing 

answers with one another” (interview, consultant, 6th April 2020). Thus, they applied a qualitative 

research method to determine which social factors were more relevant to the development of this 

BRIDGE project. 

Another BRIDGE project partner, looking more specifically at energy storage systems, expressed 

their intention to interview households in an energy community that is involved in their demo site 

in order to understand “what motivated them to do it”. The project aims to “understand and map 

what would motivate people to adopt new sustainable technologies and looking at energy 

communities is a very interesting way of doing that” since it allows them to identify ways to engage 

potential consumers in different contexts (interview, senior consultant, 23rd March 2020).  

He described that their approach is “very practical orientated and not very theoretical”, and they 

do not do it from an academic social science point of view. Rather, they “listen to what the 

researchers need from the stakeholders” and then they devise “a way to get that into the project”. 

Their main focus is to deliver what the project needs from their stakeholder engagement, as well 

as give the stakeholders “a chance to influence how the project is developed”. He considered “the 

most comprehensive sort of social impact assessment” that they have done is an assessment in one 

of the demo sites, but instead of focusing on the end-users, they focused on the motivations of the 

local businesses involved in the project in order to “find out why they were taking this risk”. The 

two main indicators that were relevant for the stakeholders were “staff recruitment” and “staff 

retention” (interview, senior consultant, 23rd March 2020). This is a good example of how social 
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impact assessment of energy community projects can analyse the impacts on the local area beyond 

the citizens, as they look at how the project affects the technology developers that are based in 

that location. 

Finally, another example in a BRIDGE project working towards the decarbonisation of energy supply 

in energy islands is that they “look at how collectives are built in energy communities” so they can 

expand the lessons from these projects to other communities and “help citizen groups to actually 

grow and take on a bigger role in a very integrated system”, especially in energy islands, which are 

weakly connected and where, therefore, “it is important to have a real integration of local actors” 

(interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). 

He also highlighted that a key point in movements like energy communities or energy cooperatives 

is the “democratic governance of those organizations and the fact that they decouple the financial 

governance from the actual governance of the organization, which allows cooperatives to really 

integrate all types of citizens into their energy transition projects”. Therefore, when assessing this 

kind of projects, they focus mainly two aspects: community building, that is, how to get people to 

act collectively; and behaviour change, in the sense of understanding the drivers of this change in 

behaviour (interview, project manager, 9th April 2020).  

▪ Overview of BRIDGE projects 

In brief, what I have found from my empirical research analysis of how social impact assessment is 

undertaken, and what social impact indicators are used, in the sustainable energy projects involved 

in the BRIDGE initiative is that generally they use very innovative, flexible, practical and participative 

methods for social impact identification and assessment, in line with the latest developments of 

the social impact assessment field that I showed earlier in my systematic literature review. The key 

characteristics of these approaches have been presented throughout this and the previous section. 

These are considerably representative of the multiple different approaches, methods and tools that 

I have investigated in this thesis, through semi-structured interviews, surveys and observations; but 

I could not explicitly capture all of them in this document. 

Regarding the social impact indicators, I have found that BRIDGE project partners do not usually set 

an extensive and comprehensive list of indicators. They do not look at all the possible impacts that 

their projects might have on all the different sections and dimensions of society. Rather, they select 

the indicators that they consider more relevant in accordance with the objectives of their project. 
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However, it could be argued that, in some cases, this selection of which social impact indicators are 

to be used for the assessment of the project activities is not done in the most appropriate, objective 

way, which may lead to some significant social impacts being overlooked. Overall, the social impact 

indicators I see in the BRIDGE projects are within the range of typical social impacts of renewable 

energy projects that Karytsas et al. (2020) identify in their literature review, which they classified 

into four categories: public perceptions, employment, health and safety, and local development. 

Moreover, concerning the problem identified by Vanclay et al. (2015) that some project managers 

consider that public involvement is equivalent to social impact assessment, it is clear that this is not 

the case in the BRIDGE projects, as they all aim to obtain valuable insights from the integration of 

public participation in the assessment process. 

4.4.2.3. Main challenges and limitations in the assessment process 

In this section, I show the main challenges and limitations in the social impact assessment process 

that I identified during the interview with several partners of the BRIDGE projects. By challenges, I 

refer to those faced by the project partners; and by limitations, I mean those that I encountered 

when performing my research analysis. 

First of all, a limitation that I found in the assessment of the social impacts of BRIDGE projects is 

that several project partners consider that the assessment is only relevant when the project has a 

demo or pilot site where there is direct interaction with the citizens or end-users of the technologies 

they are developing. That is to say, they do not see the necessity of performing a social impact 

assessment if there are no end-users, consumers or local residents involved in the project. In some 

other projects, the problem is that the partners do not know how to carry out the assessment in 

those cases. Evidence of this kind of situation is already stated in the literature by Burdge & Vanclay 

(1996), who stated that social impact assessment tends, and probably correctly so, to pay more 

attention to local concerns over the concerns of the broader distant public; but in so doing, 

practitioners and local communities must accept that broader concerns may outweigh purely local 

concerns in the ultimate decision about whether a project ought to proceed. 

For example, a senior scientist working in a technical research centre expressed that: “We have 

several demo sites in the project, but only one is related to residential customers. In the other demo 

sites, the social aspects are not so relevant, or they are not so in the core”. She clarified that, in the 

other demo sites, “the testing is on the control of the system and do not need any interaction with 

the residents, so the testing does not affect much other people than the partners involved in the 
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project, and that’s why we are not paying so much attention to the social aspects in those demo 

sites” (interview, senior scientist, 4th April 2020). In contrast, a pilot developer of a new BRIDGE 

project that aims to “improving network planning” explained in the comments section of the survey 

that they “will have the challenge of engaging consumers, giving back very little value for them" 

(survey, pilot developer, 11th February 2020). 

Also, a project manager of a BRIDGE project working on community building said that the reason 

for this kind of problem is that “even some partners call it community engagement, it’s actually 

more like pilot site management, where they focus completely on the technical aspects of the 

project, and sometimes they forget that there are real people behind it” (interview, project 

manager, 9th April 2020). 

Moreover, a project manager that is involved in two different BRIDGE projects focused on enabling 

a transnational wholesale electricity market also mentions that some of the partners of this project 

do not think it is possible to perform social impact assessment because they “have no pilot site, the 

pilot site is the whole country” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). I argue that cases like 

the ones presented in these projects provide the opportunity to perform a social impact assessment 

that is less focused on the local issues and addresses the effects that these BRIDGE projects have 

at regional, national or even international level, in terms of how they will affect the populations in 

the long-term. Such a broader social impact assessment could mutually inform and complement 

other research studies like sustainable innovation and transitions studies in a systemic perspective. 

The project manager also pointed out that, “while most of the projects of the BRIDGE initiative rely 

on the distribution grid and are very close to the citizens”, there are also projects that “are focused 

on the transmission lines or even the cooperation and coordination between different countries, 

so it is very difficult for [them] to measure a real social impact”. For these projects, it is complicated 

to explain in a citizen workshop how the cooperation between transmission system operators is 

beneficial for them because “it is more complex to understand this situation than, for example, 

explain to them what are the benefits for them of using specific simple tools that have actually been 

designed for end-users” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020).  

For this reason, the project partners involved in this BRIDGE projects do not know how to approach 

the social impact assessment of their activities. Nevertheless, the interviewee suggested an idea of 

a social impact indicator that could be measured in this kind of projects: “the only way to assess 

the social impact that I envisage right now is related to calculating the reduction of energy prices 



 

  Page | 84  

due to our technologies, and linking this to the reduction of the energy bills of the people and how 

this tackles energy poverty” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). 

Therefore, the development of a methodological framework for social impact assessment that 

considers this kind of project would be beneficial for BRIDGE projects, as it would enhance the 

comparability of results and knowledge sharing among similar projects that focus their 

developments on the same region, so they have also a similar context. As stated by Mathur (2011), 

the estimates of likely future impacts are based on the existing empirical knowledge of the impacts 

of similar actions in the past. This could facilitate the task for the project partner and lead to the 

attainment of better project impacts and the reduction of undesired consequences. 

On another note, I found that one of the main challenges faced by BRIDGE project partners when 

assessing their social impacts is one already revealed by du Pisani & Sandham's (2006) empirical 

studies: social impact assessment is often performed by non-specialists and, hence, the need for 

sufficient training. In this regard, a BRIDGE project partner said: “We are technicians, we are not 

social science experts and we are not in the grassroots of the social involvement” (interview, project 

manager, 13th May 2020). Burdge (2003a) also claims that for engineers and planners social impact 

assessment gets 'fuzzy', as these decision-makers want to know about social impacts in analytical 

terms, not from an approach that assumes and welcomes the involvement of the affected 

population. For this reason, BRIDGE project partners find “essential to have local partners in the 

pilot sites, especially related to cooperatives or energy agencies, to facilitate the involvement of 

the citizens and the interactions with them” (interview, project manager, 13th May 2020). This claim 

is supported by several other interviewees, who explained that having someone “in the ground” 

was critical to solving problems throughout the project’s lifetime and a “motivational factor” for 

technical partners to interact with the local communities (interview, senior consultant, 23rd March 

2020), but this needs to be accompanied by a “good communication channel between the citizens, 

that pilot site leader and the technology developers” (interview, research engineer, 13th May 2020).  

Related to this challenge, Takyi (2014) presents five ingredients which tend to overlap for a 

successful participatory social impact assessment approach: adequate funding, sufficient time, 

flexibility, willingness to involve the community, and skilled practitioners. The summary report of 

one of the BRIDGE projects supports this by stating that “understanding different viewpoints and 

priorities and producing the appropriate quantitative and qualitative evidence, takes time and 

commitment from all parties” and also suggesting that “training energy experts in communication 
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with stakeholders could help improve engagement” (personal communication, 4th April 2020). 

Another challenge is that sometimes the quantitative data collected by the technicians is not in a 

suitable form to complement the qualitative findings (personal communication, 22nd April 2020). 

Furthermore, some partners signalled the challenge that, even if there is a strong motivation within 

the project consortium to engage in participatory activities, “not all participants are willing to fill in 

a survey or take part in an interview, while not all surveys are applicable to all types of participants” 

(personal communication, 22nd April 2020). In contrast, another BRIDGE partner said that “people 

love being asked their opinion, it's a natural human thing, we love sharing our ideas” (interview, 

senior consultant, 23rd March 2020). 

A BRIDGE project manager involved in the Consumer and Citizen working group highlighted a 

“fundamental clash of cultures” between social sciences research and project management. There 

is a lot of sociological research on impact assessment, group building, behaviour, motivations and 

so on, which provides certain indicators and research criteria. But he argued that “the problem is 

that the goals of those indicators are not related to the goals of an industrial project”. The problem 

is not a lack of knowledge but that they “have to repurpose a lot of that knowledge it for the goal 

of the project”. He also indicated that, especially in projects involving energy communities and 

energy cooperatives, “sometimes the impact that is desired by the cooperative is not always the 

impact they want to see in the European project, so it is a constant debate”. From his perspective, 

assessment should not be done for its own sake, the partners need to “decide what to assess and 

what is the purpose behind it, which for [his project] was to as practical as possible for people” 

(interview, project manager, 9th April 2020). 

5. Research outcomes: towards a methodological framework 

This chapter outlines my contributions towards the development of a methodological framework 

for the social impact assessment of sustainable energy projects. These contributions are based on 

the outcomes from the qualitative research that I have carried out in this thesis, combining both 

my findings from the literature review and those from the empirical case study of the projects 

involved in the BRIDGE initiative, that I have shown in the previous chapters. 

The proposed framework has been specifically adapted for sustainable energy projects with the 

characteristics of those participating in BRIDGE, which include projects in the areas of Smart Grids, 

Energy Storage, Islands, and Digitalisation. BRIDGE partners would benefit from using an approach 
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to social impact assessment that facilitates a systematic integration of social issues in the planning 

and implementation of their projects, as these are typically not addressed comprehensively. 

Thus, by applying the methodological framework presented in this chapter, it is expected that the 

quality, consistency, and operational relevance of social impact assessments performed in BRIDGE 

will improve, and also that the overall sustainability, social acceptance and local ownership of 

BRIDGE projects will be enhanced (Kvam, 2018). 

This framework follows the criteria suggested by Smyth & Vanclay (2017) for the development of a 

new framework intended to be more effective in the management of the social impacts of projects, 

by providing guidance to practitioners and decision-makers. 

The aim of this framework is to enable the BRIDGE project partners to perform the social impact 

assessment of their energy-related activities in a more comprehensive and systematic manner, 

while adapting to the specific nature, context and goals of each project and being sensitive to the 

complexity of social reality. It seeks to facilitate the comparability and knowledge transfer among 

different BRIDGE projects, the management of the potential adverse social impacts a project may 

cause, and the maximisation of the benefits to local communities and other groups. 

To achieve this, the framework provides a set of explicit guidelines that provide a certain degree of 

structure to the task of performing the social impact assessment of projects within the sustainable 

energy sector, which should allow for the results to be comparable to a certain extent but more 

importantly allow the BRIDGE projects to learn from each other and share experiences. This also 

helps practitioners avoid duplication of efforts and take one step further towards coherent and 

comparable data (Spector et al., 2016). 

In this regard, it will be vital that BRIDGE incorporates to this framework a database with a wide 

range of good quality case studies, salient to different types of projects. For examples, these case 

studies can be clustered into categories in base of the characteristics of the project (e.g. goals, type 

of technologies) and the context (e.g. by country, by type of stakeholders). Having these case 

studies as a reference and understanding which metrics are commonly used, or have been 

successfully applied, in similar contexts, BRIDGE partners are more likely to be persuaded to engage 

further with social impact assessment. Nevertheless, when relying on empirical data from previous 

projects, BRIDGE partners should always be aware of the assumptions and limitations and be clear 

about where extrapolation begins to bring more transparency to the process. 
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As stated by Spector et al. (2016) and also observed in practice, the question among many BRIDGE 

projects is no longer why and whether to measure social impacts, but what and how to measure. 

This is no longer the case of some projects where the partners already have experience, so the 

question is how to measure more efficiently. 

As per the criteria suggested by Smyth & Vanclay (2017), the framework builds on already existing 

frameworks devised for energy-related projects, namely the work of del Río & Burguillo (2008), 

Arce-Gomez et al. (2014), Kvam (2018) and Karytsas et al. (2020); is compatible with the human 

rights (UNGP, 2011); aligns with key international standards and best practice (Vanclay et al., 2015); 

helps meet the Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015) and widely desired social goals; and is 

participatory, practical and accessible to all stakeholders. 

As stated by Taylor et al. (2004), there is no easy way out of the dilemmas surrounding the field of 

social impact assessment; thus, the assessment of social impacts is an eclectic endeavour, using a 

variety of methods and perspectives. Nevertheless, my systematic literature review shed some light 

on what is the current state of development of the social impact assessment and what trends are 

gaining support among scholars and practitioners. Therefore, according to my findings, I can make 

the following suggestions: 

- The social impact assessment should be integrated with other impacts, such as economic, 

environmental, health and safety assessment, so as to find synergies and provide a better 

overall picture of the feasibility of a project and the measures to be taken. Nevertheless, an 

integrated assessment should not imply fewer human or financial resources allocated to the 

social impact assessment nor reduced influence in the decision-making process. 

- The approach to assess the social impacts should empower all social groups to take part in the 

assessment process and have their concerns met, while also relying on expert knowledge. Thus, 

a middle-ground approach in which public participation is a valued end in itself, prompting the 

use of innovative and proactive methods. 

- The social impact assessment should combine both quantitative and qualitative methods in 

order to have greater breadth of coverage take advantage of their comparative advantages. 

This enables the use of numerical data that easier to synthesise, to be complemented with 

qualitative data that can help explain and interpret social impacts in their context. 
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- The framework should be a practical approach, leaving the choice of social impact indicators 

and data collection techniques to the practitioners, so they can select those more appropriate 

to the specific context and to the objectives of the project. 

- Social impact assessment should be integrated into overall project management, rather than 

be a stand-alone exercise, and be embedded in all stages of the project. The process should be 

anticipatory, identifying the likely impacts before they take place, in order to assist the planning 

and decision-making processes of the project. 

Therefore, in line with the literature, the social impact assessment process is based on three inter-

related dimensions: 1) analytical, entailing comprehensive assessment of the social context and 

likely project impacts; 2) participatory, engaging with project stakeholders in a meaningful way; and 

3) managerial, embedding the other two dimensions in project decision-making and management. 

From my empirical analysis, I found that there were diverse perceptions of what social impact 

means among the different partners of the BRIDGE projects. Therefore, this methodological 

framework should create a common understanding in this aspect, in order to avoid contradictions 

when different partners undertake social impact assessment and ensure that comparability can be 

attained. For this, I found that the definition provided by the International Association for Impact 

Assessment (IAIA) is the most comprehensive and widely accepted and used nowadays.  

Hence, this methodological framework considers that social impacts are changes to one or more of 

the following dimensions (Vanclay et al., 2015):  

▪ people’s way of life: how they live, work and interact with one another on a day-to-day basis;  

▪ their culture: 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;  
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▪ 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;  

▪ their personal and property rights: whether people are economically affected, or experience 

personal disadvantage which may include a violation of their civil liberties; and  

▪ 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. 

The analysis of the practice of social impact assessment in the BRIDGE projects also showed that 

the approaches that they use are flexible and practical, allowing them to gather relevant data for 

their assessments. Their methods are also exceptionally participatory, in contrast with most of the 

cases found in the literature. This is because the focus of their assessments are usually awareness, 

social acceptance, citizens and consumer engagement and community building and empowerment 

since their goals are to increase the adoption of their sustainable technologies. 

Most BRIDGE projects are focused on the end-users and human-centred design of the technologies, 

and many projects also involve energy communities or energy cooperatives. This is reflected on the 

social indicators that they choose to assess, which are intended to inform and help them achieve 

the specific objectives of the project.  

Therefore, it does not seem necessary to stress the participatory and managerial dimensions of the 

social impact assessment of BRIDGE projects. However, I find that improvements are needed in the 

analytical dimensions. They do assess social impact indicators adapted to their social context, but 

these assessments are usually not comprehensive, as the selection of metrics revolves around the 

end-users or a specific section of society. Also, this causes that the partners of BRIDGE projects that 

do not involve direct interaction with consumers or local communities either do not see relevant 

to perform a social impact assessment or find the task difficult, as their aim is to raise awareness 

and engage citizens rather than assess the effects of their project on society. 

Consequently, with the objective of both enabling BRIDGE project partners to perform social impact 

in a more comprehensive and systematic manner and providing guidance to those partners that 

are not considering the impact assessment beyond the end-users of the projects’ technologies, I 

hereinafter present a set of key steps that they should follow in order to assess the social impacts 

of their projects in line with the current tendencies and latest developments of the social impact 

assessment field. To develop these steps, I have integrated elements from the guidelines provided 
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by the IAIA (Vanclay et al., 2015) and from several studies and existing frameworks for the social 

impact assessment in the sustainable energy sector (del Río & Burguillo, 2008; Arce-Gomez et al., 

2014; Kvam, 2018; Karytsas et al., 2020).  

However, I stress that these proposed steps should not be applied mechanically or as a blueprint. 

The social impact assessment process should be adapted and applied in a flexible manner, in line 

with the specific nature and setting of each project. Also, in this methodological framework, the 

social impact assessment should be understood as a process, rather than as a stand-alone study. 

Therefore, these steps are not sequential; they are iterative and may overlap in time.  

Thus, the methodological framework that I propose is an iterative, logical and cyclical process that 

helps to identify both direct and indirect, positive and negative, intended and unintended, short-

term and long-term social impacts of sustainable energy projects, while at the same time providing 

direction and guidance for decision making. 

It is also important to recognize that social impacts may be different at different stages of the 

project, and that it is impossible to predict all impacts with certainty, as unforeseen circumstances 

may occur. Therefore, the social impact analysis, public involvement and engagement activities, 

and updating of plans and management strategies should be core ongoing elements throughout 

the project’s lifetime. 

The methodological framework proposes the following steps: 

Step 1. Screening of planned interventions  

The process begins with the description of the proposed sustainable energy project which presents 

the nature of the project, the scale of the project and the project phasing. The aim is to gain a good 

understanding of the proposed project, including all supplementary activities necessary to support 

the project’s development and operation. At this point, the responsibilities and roles of all the staff 

(partitioners) that will be involved in the social impact assessment process should be clarified, 

including relationships to the other specialist studies being undertaken. 

The first task of these practitioners is to identify the preliminary 'social area of influence' of the 

project, which consists of the all the people potentially impacted by the project. This includes local 

communities and other stakeholders (people, groups and institutions). The location of this area of 

influence does not necessarily align with the geographic boundaries of the project.  
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Also, the public involvement and engagement plan should be developed at this stage. The first step 

in developing plans for participation is to identify the stakeholders who will be involved in the 

consultative and participatory processes. This is central to social impact assessment because it 

helps to gather the opinion of the public on the proposed project and assess its potential effect. 

Step 2. Developing profiles of the sections of society which may be impacted 

This is a fundamental step of the social impact assessment process, as it is here that a more accurate 

understanding can be formed of the people likely to be affected by the project activities. Preparing 

the profile typically consists of a thorough stakeholder analysis; a discussion of the socio-political 

setting; an assessment of the differing needs, interests, values and aspirations of the various 

subgroups of the affected communities including a gender analysis; an assessment of how they 

have been impacted in the past; a discussion of trends happening in those communities; and a 

discussion of the assets, strengths and weaknesses of the communities. 

People living in an area are normally the first to notice any change in their surroundings, which 

makes the community an important source of information. Thus, consultation and participatory 

processes should start at this point, as they help to tap local knowledge on community values, 

interests, culture, histories and other social capital which cannot be found in any library. The 

successful implementation of proposed projects in a local area relies heavily on the ability of the 

project to adapt to local social characteristics and this could be achieved through the acquisition of 

local knowledge.  

A major benefit of the social impact assessment process is allowing the affected people to 

understand, participate in and cope with a proposed action. Many individuals over time will adapt 

to a new environment. However, there are certain vulnerable groups, particularly the aged and the 

socially disadvantaged, who are unlikely to be able to adapt and who bear most of the social 

impacts. These groups need special attention by the practitioners. 

One the potentially affected people have been identified and a preliminary assessment of the 

potential impacts has been don, the community members and stakeholders need to be fully inform 

about the project, similar projects elsewhere to give them a sense of how they are likely to be 

affected, how they can be involved in the social impact assessment process, their procedural rights 

in the regulatory framework for the project, and their access to feedback mechanisms. 

Step 3. Scoping the potential impacts  
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Scoping involves identifying the breadth of potential social impacts, or issues, associated with a 

planned intervention in order to identify the areas that require further and detailed assessment. 

This can be achieved through the cyclical process of first having technical experts analyse the 

potential impacts, and then engaging the broader community for further contribution, and then 

feedback, on the importance of these impacts. A key task is to identify the distributional aspects of 

potential benefits and risks the project may cause or contribute to, and to ensure that any adverse 

impacts do not fall disproportionately on the poor or vulnerable. Also, the social and human rights 

issues that have potential to be of concern should be identified during the scoping phase. 

A relevant baseline data for key social issues should be collected. The baseline is a carefully-selected 

set of social indicators (social variables) with accompanying quantitative data for the specified 

communities. It is a point of comparison that will be used as the reference data against which to 

measure the impacts of the project as it develops. 

In the context of sustainable energy projects, the literature highlights a variety of social impacts 

both on a national level, as well as on a local level. Positive impacts may include security and 

diversification of energy supply, increased self-reliance, creation of job positions, new income 

sources, income diversification, opportunities and benefits for rural areas and remote communities, 

improvement of local population’s skills and education, technological advances and transfer, and 

improved health. These benefits can result in increased social cohesion and stability coming from 

the introduction of an activity that generates employment and income, as well as an overall 

increased standard of living in terms of environment, health, and education. On the opposite side, 

possible negative impacts may include, depending on the technology, unpleasant smell, noise, 

impacts on the landscape, potential displacement and cultural heritage impacts. 

The development of social impact indicators helps identify the components of the social structure 

that will be affected by the implementation of the proposed projects. Social impact indicators 

provide the framework and serve as the basis for the management of future social impact and assist 

in the development of management strategies, monitoring and evaluation. These Indicators could 

be developed using already existing data from secondary sources or a field research which can help 

generate primary data. The public involvement in the social impact assessment process 

necessitates social indicators to be less technical and easily understood in order to increase 

community participation in the entire process. 

Step 4. Assessing the significance of the predicted impacts 
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After identifying the most significant impacts, the next step requires the assessment of each impact 

in order to understand the implications and effects each may have on a community. This can be 

captured in the following interdependent steps: through analysis, determine the social changes and 

impacts that will likely result from the project and its various alternatives; carefully consider the 

indirect impacts; consider how the project activities will contribute to the cumulative impacts being 

experienced by the communities; determine how the various affected groups and communities will 

likely respond; establish the significance of the predicted changes; and actively contribute to the 

design and evaluation of project alternatives. 

Since many impacts are not quantifiable, it is impossible to rank them objectively, as the community 

perceptions of an impact and those of the practitioners are not necessarily the same. The affected 

people should therefore be consulted in establishing the significance of the impacts. 

The practitioners should focus on the more significant impacts, should use appropriate measures 

and information, should provide qualitative and quantitative indicators where feasible and 

appropriate, and should present the social impacts in a manner that can be understood by decision-

makers and affected communities alike. This therefore implies that, the methods and techniques 

used for the social impacts assessment process must be simple enough for the community to 

understand and participate while at the same time establishing rigour and validity to improve the 

credibility of the process outcome. 

Step 5. Develop and implement management strategies 

This step has become increasingly important to include in social impact assessment because ideally, 

social impacts should be managed until they no longer represent any negative consequences to the 

affected communities, or until positive impacts have reached their maximum potential. Hence, this 

step can be a constant process that continues throughout the duration of a planned intervention. 

The analysis of the causes, linkages and eventual identification of social impact assessment helps 

to identify potential benefits and cost. This serves as an important basis for decision-making and 

the development of strategies to maximize benefits. It also ensures the equitable distribution of 

benefits and putting measures in place to address social cost. This therefore makes the social 

impact assessment process an effective management tool which helps to identify challenges and 

opportunities in advance and develop strategies to deal with the challenges and effectively make 

use of the opportunities.  
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The consultative nature of the social impact assessment process helps to include the views, 

interests and values of the society in the project implementation thus helping to build consensus 

and leading to communal ownership of the project.  

Step 6. Monitoring of social impacts 

This step involves designing a system that will allow the proponent to keep track of social impacts 

and to determine the accuracy of the impacts according to initial predictions. Also, any additional 

activities should be monitored to determine their effectiveness at mitigating these impacts. It is 

during this step that unanticipated impacts may arise, and thus it is imperative at this stage to 

compare what was projected with what is occurring. By embracing all stakeholders in this step, 

people will have a greater role in the process of managing the impacts of planned interventions.  

6. Conclusions 

In this thesis, I have studied the practice of social impact assessment in the context of sustainable 

energy projects. My aim was to determine if and how the social impacts of sustainable energy 

projects can be assessed in a systematic way while capturing the complexity of social dynamics and 

different contexts. In this concluding section I summarize and highlight my key findings. 

Despite the increased acknowledgement at international level of the importance of assessing the 

social impacts of proposed interventions, many projects continue to have negative impacts on the 

well-being of affected individuals and communities. I found that this is due to the fact that social 

impacts are difficult to measure objectively, due to their qualitative nature and the complexity of 

social dynamics; and that the social impact assessment field is surrounded by multiple debates on 

what is the best approach to perform this task, which creates a barrier for the practitioners. Besides, 

the international guidelines are considered too flexible for practical application. Thus, to tackle this 

problem, I have contributed to the development of a methodological framework for the social 

impact assessment of sustainable energy projects, in accordance with my findings from a systematic 

literature review and an empirical case study of the energy-related projects that are involved in the 

European Commission’s BRIDGE initiative. 

Through the systematic review of the literature on the social impact assessment, I found that the 

historical origins of the field, surround by debates, led to the development of multiple different 

definitions, methodologies and frameworks. Nevertheless, the current state of development of the 

field shows that there have been certain shifts towards a consensus of which approaches allow for 
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a better assessment of social impact. These modern trends indicate that social impact assessment 

should not rely only on expert knowledge, but to recognise the fundamental right of communities 

to participate in the decisions that affect their lives. Also, the methods should be both quantitative 

and qualitative in order to capture the complexity of different social contexts. I also found that a 

reasonable level of comparability can be achieved by using flexible and practical frameworks. These 

types of framework would allow for sustainable energy projects to assess their social impacts  in a 

systematic way while taking into account the particularities of the project and its context. 

In order to determine how to develop a framework that is adapted to the sustainability sector, I 

performed an empirical analysis of the projects in the BRIDGE initiative. I found that their approach 

to social impact assessment is greatly influenced by their perceptions of social impact and the goals 

of their projects, which generally are focused on awareness, social acceptance and engagement. 

 I found that their approaches to social impact assessment are aligned with the literature, in terms 

of being flexible, practical and participatory, as well as the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods. However, their assessment is not comprehensive, as they only focus on few social impact 

indicators which usually revolve around the end-users of the technologies that they are developing, 

rather than the society as a whole. They also expressed their aim of being able to share experiences, 

share knowledge, draw best practices and learn from each other. For this they would need to attain 

certain level of comparability, which can be enabled by the use of a common framework. 

I have provided an starting point for the further development of a methodological framework that 

would allow sustainable energy projects, and BRIDGE projects in particular, to assess their social 

impacts in a more systematic and comprehensive way. Beyond facilitating the assessment task for 

the practitioners and enabling the comparability among different projects, the ultimate goal of such 

a methodological framework is to guarantee that the social impacts are taken into account in the 

decision-making and management processes, in order to allow the maximisation of the positive 

impacts and the minimisation of the negative consequences on society. 
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Annex I: Empirical data 

Table 3. Overview of empirical data collection and list of research participants. 

Date and 
location 

Organised by Occasion Participants / Speakers 

11-Feb-2020 
12-Feb-2020 
Brussels, Belgium 

BRIDGE 
initiative 

BRIDGE GA 
Plenary session (day 1): 

- European Green Deal 

- Presentation of reports 
by WG and TF 

- New BRIDGE Projects 

- ETIP SNET 

- Joint Communication 

- Ditte Juul-Jørgensen (DG ENER) 

- Helena Gerard (VITO/EnergyVille) 

- Olivier Genest (Trialog) 

- Ludwig Karg (B.A.U.M.) 

- Achille Hannoset (Th!nk E) 

- Rafael Cossent (IIT) 

- 20 new H2020 projects in BRIDGE 

- Guido Guida (ETIP SNET Chair) 

- Thomas N. Mikkelsen, (CEO GECO 
Global) 

BRIDGE GA 
Parallel Session 2: 

- Consumer and Citizen 
Engagement (WG) 

 

→  Social Impact 
Exploratory Survey 

- Jed J. Cohen (EI-JKU) 

- Joke Kort (TNO) 

- Jessie Moelans (Elia) 

- Filipe Quintal (PRSMA) 

- Carlos Pedro Marques (EDP) 

- Stefano Barberis (RINA-C) 

- Álvaro Nofuentes (ETRA) 

- Stanislas d'Herbemont (REScoop) 

BRIDGE GA 
Parallel Session 8: 

- CEER meets BRIDGE 
(WG Regulation) 

- Projects & Session on 
TF Energy Communities 

- Stefan Vögel (CEER) 

- Mark van Stiphout (ENER C2) 

- Marion Malafosse (ENER B3) 

- Marco Baron (ENEL GI&N) 

- Athanasios Dagoumas (UPRC) 

- 5 H2020 projects contributing to 
the TF (WiseGrid, RENAISSANCE, 
COMPILE, E-LAND and Platone) 

- Ludwig Karg (B.A.U.M.) 

- Achille Hannoset (Th!nk E) 

BRIDGE GA 
Plenary session (day 2): 

- Ended BRIDGE Projects 

- Presentation of the Key 
Exploitable Results (KER) 

- Conclusions 

- 12 completed H2020 projects in 
BRIDGE 

- Nicolas Peraudeau (Dowel 
Management) 

- Mark van Stiphout (ENER C2) 
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Date and 
location 

Organised by Occasion Participants / Speakers 

18-Feb-2020 
19-Feb-2020 
20-Feb-2020 
Valladolid, Spain 
Palencia, Spain 

MUSE GRIDS 
project 

Field research at MUSE 
GRIDS’s virtual demo sites 
in Spain to understand 
‘ways of doing’ and 
motivations (WP7: MUSE 
GRIDS Impacts) 

- Local MUSE GRIDS partners - 
EnergÉtica S. Coop. (non-profit 
energy cooperative) 

- Leaders of neighbourhood 
association – Energy Community 

- Local citizens 

23-Mar-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Senior consultant 
Strategic foresight & stakeholder 
engagement consultancy company 
(STORY project) 

23-Mar-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Legal Analyst 
Energy innovation, design and 
engineering consultancy SME 
(InterConnect, MUSE GRIDS and 
STORY projects) 

04-Apr-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Senior Scientist 
Technical Research Centre 
(STORY, Flex4Grid, RealValue and 
SmartNet projects) 

06-Apr-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Consultant 
Human-centric design solutions: 
research and consultancy SME 
(RENAISSANCE project) 

09-Apr-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Project Manager 
Citizen-led energy renovation 
cooperative network 
(COMPILE and WiseGRID projects) 

22-Apr-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

International Project Coordinator 
Consumer electrical goods 
manufacturing firm 
(MUSE GRIDS and RealValue projects) 

29-Apr-2020 
Online 

BRIDGE 
initiative 

WG Consumers and 
Citizen Engagement 
kick-off meeting 

WG chair - Stanislas d'Herbemont 
(Project Manager, REScoop.eu) 

Project partners in the WG: 

BD4OPEM, E-LAND, FEVER, MERLON, 
MUSE GRIDS, NESOI, PARITY, REACT, 
RENAISSANCE, SMILE, WiseGRID, etc. 

13-May-2020 
Online 

– Interview 

Project Manager 
High-tech unit within large business 
group. Smart City technology. 
(WiseGRID, TRINITY, CROSSBOW, 
NOBEL GRID, COMPILE, etc. projects) 

13-May-2020 
Online 

– Interview (2 interviewees) 

2 Research Engineers 
Technical University 
(WiseGRID, DREAM, NOBEL GRID, 
SmartEMC2, Platone, etc. projects) 

* CEER: Council of European Energy Regulators. DG ENER: Directorate-General for Energy. GA: General Assembly.  

   SME: Small and medium-sized enterprises. TF: Task Force. WG: Working Group. WP: Work Package. 
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Results of the survey: 24 respondents 

Table 4. Results of the Social Impact Exploratory Survey conducted at the BRIDGE General Assembly. 

What project do you represent? 

PEAKapp 

RENAISSANCE 

NESOI 

STORY 

CryoHub 

SMILE 

BD4OPEM 

FEVER 

SYNERGY 

DELTA 

COMPILE 

MERLON 

E-LAND 

EnergyShield 

PARITY 

INSULAE 

WiseGRID 

IElectrix 

PlatONE 

What is your main task in the project? 

Data scientist 

Dissemination leader 

Communication & 
Dissemination 

WP Leader 

Project coordinator 

Task leader 

Technology provider 

Pilot developer 

Legal analysis 

Community building 

Scientific Coordinator 

Business modelling 

Scenario modelling 

ICT technology 

Support to demo site 

Stakeholder engagement 

Communication Designer 

Exploitation 

PMO 

Data sharing between 
energy market sectors 

Individual & citizen 
engagement 

Coordination and 
Integration 

Replication coordinator 

 

How relevant do you consider these themes for your project? 
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Which themes are already being assessed within your project? 

 

 

Do you think these themes should be emphasized more within your project? 

 

 

 

 

 


