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INTRODUCTION 

 
Peter Drucker is attributed with saying that ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’, meaning 

that the best planned organisational strategy can be derailed by how it plays out in different 

contexts. The famous management guru couldn’t be more right, with much academic litera- 

ture and social impact assessment (SIA) practice establishing that many projects have failed 

due to inadequate consideration of local culture and the daily life and social organisation in 

local communities. Project failure is often related to the corporate culture of the project team 

(Kendra & Taplin, 2004), which tends to ignore local interests and the local context where the 

project will be implemented (Hanna et al., 2016a). These contexts might contain pre-existing 

tensions between and among local groups and multi-level stakeholders. These tensions are not 

usually considered in project planning (Barrett, 2013; Adusei-Asante & Hancock, 2016). We 

suggest that the use of ethnographic research in SIA, environmental impact assessment (EIA), 

and arguably other forms of impact assessment can vastly improve understanding of the local 

context, improve the quality of the impact assessments, and, if the information is taken on 

board by the project, lead to better outcomes for communities and the overall performance of 

the project. 

The use of ethnographic research to understand local perceptions, motives, social systems, 

and perspectives is nothing new. Since Malinowski’s book, Argonauts of the Western Pacific 

(1922), cultural anthropology and the social sciences generally have examined the processes 

of change and the power dynamics experienced by various cultural groups. Many scholars 

have considered modern socio-economic change (and even ‘development’) as being part of 

the colonial and post-colonial project and have explored the consequences of such changes for 

local communities (e.g. Sharp, 1952; Geertz, 1956; Gordon, 2010; Vindal Ødegaard & Rivera 

Andía, 2019). Ethnography is an immersive methodology that uses a range of qualitative 

methods in extensive fieldwork during which the researcher is embedded in the community 

in situ, usually over a few months, if not years. Such methods include participant observation, 

field diaries, in-depth interviews, focus groups, and life story narratives, to produce a written 

account of events and their meanings as interpreted by the social/cultural group under consid- 

eration (Hay, 2016). 

Geertz (1973) argued that the role of the ethnographer is to produce a ‘thick description’ of 

culture as a symbolic system and as it is expressed through the interactions among social actors 

within the culture. The task of ethnography in understanding a particular setting is not only to 

describe what the individuals are doing, and to interpret the contextual meanings conveyed by 

their actions as respectfully and consistently as possible, but also to give voice to communities 

and (vulnerable) groups with different social, cultural, political, and religious systems, and to 
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recognise that it is their internal differences that make some groups more vulnerable because of 

particular social, cultural, political, and religious practices. The ethnographic method is based 

on the understanding that societies and cultures are dynamic and heterogeneous formations, 

and that social interactions are guided by shared meanings and perceptions of the world, which 

change over time. Use of ethnography allows greater understanding of the varying reactions 

and responses to development projects among the different groups in society. 

Ethnography is increasingly applied to understand local perspectives and to consider 

how people might interact with a proposed intervention. By adopting a culturally adequate 

approach, researchers and practitioners are able to tailor interventions to the reality of a spe- 

cific cultural context (Langdon & Wiik, 2010), observing and respecting local values and 

cultural practices. Ethnography is also being used to understand how organisations and insti- 

tutions perform in relation to certain topics, such as environmental governance and corporate 

social responsibility (Billo, 2015; Thaler, 2021). The use of ethnography in impact assessment 

has been advocated since the beginning of SIA and has been applied in various contexts since 

the 1970s (e.g. Berger, 1977; Roper, 1983; Schoepfle et al., 1984; Banks, 1990; Stoffle et al., 

1991); however, its full value is yet to be fully appreciated by the key stakeholders in a formal 

impact assessment process. 

In this chapter, we argue that the use of ethnographic methods can aid practitioners in 

assessing the full impact of development and reconstruction projects on local communi- 

ties. While impact assessment guidelines and quantitative forms of assessment can aid the 

evaluation of social impacts, it is crucial that each assessment qualitatively addresses the 

local context in which it is embedded, taking into account the social, political, and cultural 

environment and meaning-making processes of all specific local groups. Biophysical impacts 

are experienced within a specific context and are socially managed according to the meaning 

and local responses given to the perceived changes. As argued by Vanclay (2012, 2020), the 

social impacts of a project start when rumours, gossip, and speculation spread, long before any 

construction begins, and creating expectations that may lead to anxiety and unrest. In addition 

to addressing biophysical issues, mitigation efforts must also deal with people’s subjective 

perceptual experiences as well as the changes in the local socio-political context. Unless an 

impact assessment process is tailored to the local culture and context, it risks becoming an 

ethnocentric endeavour that delegitimises local practices and perceptions. If local perceptions, 

values, and modes of organisation are not taken into consideration in social impact assessment, 

there is a possibility of practitioners misinterpreting the local context, missing out important 

details, and/or imposing their own views on the local communities, which will likely result in 

inadequate and potentially offensive impact assessments (Moreira et al., 2022). 

The consultation process must engage affected communities through an inclusive, participa- 

tory and culturally adequate manner in order to effectively identify and address local concerns. 

Otherwise, affected people are likely to experience negative impacts from the consultation 

and/or IA process in itself. It is important to realise that there are many situations where there 

may be social impacts but no biophysical impacts. By drawing upon examples from our own 

fieldwork, we show how the failure to understand the local context and provide for participa- 

tion of local actors results in misunderstanding and a deficient SIA process that marginalises 

local communities and fails to identify internal differences. 
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HOW ETHNOGRAPHY IS DONE 
 

Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to give full instructions about how to do eth- 

nography, some basic elements are provided below. Ethnography includes a set of methods 

that allow researchers to participate in the daily life of a group for an extended period of time 

in which they observe the dynamics and processes at play, listen, and ask questions in order 

to comprehend the local context. Ethnography has a reflexive and subjective nature, since the 

researcher is embedded in the context being studied, influencing and being influenced by it. 

Indeed, researchers need to examine not only their participants, but themselves as well, for 

example regarding their ethics, positionality (their positioning in relation to the context or 

group they are studying), possible biases, and choices of research methods (Hay, 2016). While 

objectivity is aimed for, ethnographic work always has a degree of subjectivity (Hoggart et al., 

2002). Nevertheless, ethnography is extremely valuable since its qualitative methods allow us 

to understand some (but never all) of the nuances and complexities of socio-spatial relations 

and how these interact with the practices, experiences, actions, reactions, and daily lives of 

individuals and collectivities (Hay, 2016). 

Researchers should prepare themselves for ethnographic research by familiarising them- 

selves with the study context by reading about the history, and learning from previous 

ethnographies and sociological studies. It is necessary to self-reflect on possible bias and 

positionality, gain recent information on the context in which they will be embedded, and 

identify possible gatekeepers and facilitators. Facilitators are key informants who live or work 

in the context to be studied and who can share their networks and knowledge. Gatekeepers are 

those people in positions of control over entry, and whose support is essential to gain access 

to the community. Two of the most frequently used ethnographic methods are participant 

observation and in-depth interviews. Participant observation seeks to understand the practices 

and meanings in a specific context through a non-obtrusive presence and dialogue. It seeks 

to understand the perspectives and questions of those who will be affected by the project. 

Observations are recorded in a field diary, in which the researcher records information, 

thoughts, and impressions. The diary becomes an important instrument of self-reflection and 

also is a basis for the identification of the themes that guide the interviews. In contrast to 

closed questionnaires, qualitative interviews are dialogic and offer the opportunity to collect 

information, personal stories, narratives, and testimonies directly from participants, giving 

relevance to their voices, opinions, and worldviews. Since qualitative interviews are not based 

around fixed closed questions, they reveal new issues and themes not initially contemplated 

by the researcher. 

By applying these methods, ethnographers are able to provide a rich description of the 

cultural context under study. Also, local values, practices, and power relations are revealed 

(Geertz, 1973). Without ethnographic observation, SIA practitioners run the risk of asking 

irrelevant questions that do not make sense in the local setting, and for which they will only 

get superficial or generic answers (Briggs, 1986). With an ethnographic approach, social 

practitioners can learn how to ask the questions that address the meanings, interpretations, and 

preoccupations of the community, and thus be able to grasp how its members actually perceive 

or are likely to experience the impacts of a given project. 
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FAILURES IN SIA BECAUSE OF LACK OF ETHNOGRAPHIC 
UNDERSTANDING 

 
To highlight our argument, we discuss two cases involving communities with different cul- 

tural contexts and power dynamics, as well as different participatory roles in the SIA process 

and project implementation. The first considers the Xerente Indigenous people of Brazil who 

were affected by the construction of a large dam. The second examines the post-disaster 

interventions in rural and fishing communities along Japan’s northeastern coast. Although dif- 

ferent, each case demonstrates that even well-intended mitigation measures can result in more 

harm than good when the complexities and diversity of practices of the local cultures are not 

understood. Unless an ethnographic approach is used, SIA studies are likely to treat local com- 

munities as a static homogeneous group, failing to consider internal differences and ignoring 

local knowledge and experience (Baines et al., 2003). Ethnography highlights the multiform, 

multivocal, and heterogeneous realities of communities and the diversity of perceptions and 

positions of power. 

 
Case 1: The Lajeado Hydroelectric Dam and the Xerente Indigenous People of Brazil 

 
The construction of the Lajeado hydroelectric dam in the state of Tocantins, Brazil, demon- 

strated how ignorance of local culture and of the broader socio-economic and historical 

context can lead to serious blind spots in an SIA process that might not only cause additional 

negative impacts but also lead to a failure to implement adequate mitigation measures to 

address project impacts. Constructed between 1998 and 2002 on the Tocantins River, the 

dam created an enormous reservoir (630 km2) affecting not only fishing practices, but also the 

traditional river-flood agriculture of local people. 

The Xerente Indigenous people were the major group inhabiting the land along the river 

downstream from the dam. They were negatively affected in many ways not foreseen by the 

EIA that was commissioned. The EIA focused on the dam’s structural impacts on the natural 

environment, ignoring the transformations that the associated infrastructure and worker 

migration would cause to what was, at the time, a remote region. Although the EIA included 

a chapter called ‘Indigenous Issues’, it concentrated on the history of the Xerente people and 

had a limited focus on the potential development pressure on their territory. Consistent with 

common practice in the 1990s, the EIA did not consider impacts upon traditional subsistence 

practices of the downstream communities that relied upon the seasonal flooding of the river. 

Consequently, no specific study or compensation programme was initially proposed. Once 

the damming of the river began, the Indigenous peoples and civil society organisations began 

protests and exerting political pressure because of the impact on traditional subsistence 

practices. Eventually, in 2002 a compensation programme called PROCAMBIX (Programa 

de Compensação Ambiental Xerente) was established in an attempt to address the problems 

(Hanna et al., 2016b). 

PROCAMBIX was the first multidisciplinary programme to address the impacts of a major 

project affecting Indigenous peoples in Brazil. It was drafted with the intention of including 

the Xerente in the planning and implementation of mitigation measures. The programme’s 

steering committee was equally divided between Indigenous and non-Indigenous representa- 

tives. However, this parity did not reflect the local socio-political dynamics, given that Xerente 

traditional political structure is organised by moieties or clans. As a result, the Indigenous 
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members on the committee represented only a part of the population’s interests and loyalties, 

resulting in intragroup conflict and accusations. The Xerente have a traditional participatory 

governance structure that is based on widespread consultation and dialogue, and this process 

was not taken into account in the steering committee’s decisions. Furthermore, the steering 

committee’s meetings were held in the state capital and operated according to a centralised 

bureaucratic process that not only violated these traditional decision-making methods, but also 

failed to recognise the importance of subsistence swidden agricultural practices. As a solution 

to the problem caused by the lack of seasonal flooding to their traditional practices, a series of 

measures was implemented to promote mechanical and commercial agriculture. 

The lack of understanding of the political organisation and local cultural values led to the 

establishment of a centralised governance structure within PROCAMBIX that failed to con- 

sider the internal divisions of the communities. This led to the implementation of measures 

that were not consistent with the traditional practices and economic context of many of the 

Indigenous farmers. As reported in previous research: 

 
One interviewee related the case of an agricultural project where seeds were needed at a critical time 
for sowing in order to secure a good harvest. However, due to delays in the transfer of funds and the 
transaction process to purchase the seeds, the optimal planting time had already passed before they 
arrived. Another interviewee described the purchase of chickens from a supplier over 2000 km away 
in Southern Brazil. Since the chickens were not used to the warmer climate of Tocantins, many per- 
ished soon after arrival. Furthermore, as industrially bred chickens they had been de-beaked. Totally 
dependent upon commercial chicken feed, they could not scavenge for their own food. … Another 
significant change relates to the traditional farming technique called ‘roça de toco’, a variation in 
slash-and-burn or swidden agriculture. It was stated in interviews that, as a result of PROCAMBIX 
incentives to farm mechanically, this traditional practice has been largely discontinued. Thus, the 
inter-generational transmission of traditional farming knowledge has been affected. … Since mechan- 
ical agriculture is dependent on the on-going availability of cheap fuel and tractor parts, its implemen- 
tation failed with the cessation of PROCAMBIX funding. The interviewees affirmed that there was 
not a return to traditional farming techniques, impacting negatively on their cultural reproduction and 
food security. (Hanna et al., 2016b, pp. 310–312) 

 
This case reveals how ignoring critical cultural aspects, including social, political, and eco- 

nomic organisation, can lead to mitigation measures that, although intended to counter a pro- 

ject’s negative impacts, actually result in higher costs and may not lead to a resolution of the 

problems. The economic development agenda imposed on the communities ignored possible 

ethno-development proposals and failed in large measure because of culturally and politically 

inadequate solutions formulated by a centralised and non-representative committee. 

 
Case 2: Disaster Prevention and Coastal Communities in Post-Disaster Japan 

 
On 11 March 2011, Northeastern Japan was hit by a 9.0 magnitude earthquake, followed by 

a tsunami with peaks over 30 metres that ravaged the coasts of the Tohoku region and caused 

a meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. Around 20,000 people lost their 

lives, and half a million people were displaced and forced to relocate elsewhere or spend years 

in temporary housing. Short-term recovery actions, including the provision of shelter, food, 

and basic necessities, were fraught with errors and tensions at all government levels. However, 

long-term recovery proved even more difficult: large areas were deemed off-limits due to 

high levels of radiation, making it impossible for people to return home; a lottery system used 
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to allocate new houses was highly criticised, as it left everything to chance without giving 

priority to more vulnerable people; and neighbours were separated and relocated in different 

housing areas, impacting mental health and sense of community. The elderly were especially 

affected. Fieldwork in Japan between 2016 and 2020 (Martini & Minca, 2021) revealed 

a number of blind spots in the interventions, particularly with respect to mental health as well 

as the communities’ desires regarding the future of their towns. Extended ethnographic field- 

work highlighted the tendency of government officials and other professionals to regard com- 

munities as homogeneous and to adopt general guidelines without recognising local diversity. 

The government’s top-down, one-size-fits-all recovery megaprojects ignored local community 

opposition, which intensified over time. 

One area of contention was the administration of psychological help for survivors. 

Although administered by Japanese psychiatrists, the mental health protocols used followed 

the guidelines for post-disaster mental health developed by the United States National Center 

of Neurology and Psychiatry. These guidelines were largely based on experiences from the 

Vietnam War and revised after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York (Kato et al., 2012). 

Although they were slightly adjusted by the Japanese authorities in response to previous 

Japanese disasters (e.g. the 1995 Kobe earthquake and the 2006 Niigata earthquake), they 

have been heavily criticised as being inadequate for the Japanese cultural context (Okuyama 

et al., 2017). Although Japanese practitioners defended the mental health support strategies 

implemented in the 2011 disaster (Kim & Akiyama, 2011; Kato et al., 2012), they failed to 

consider the social stigmatisation of mental health patients in Japan. They also primarily relied 

upon quantitative approaches that were inadequate to assess and cure traumatic experiences, 

especially when survivors refused to be addressed or treated as being ‘mentally ill’. Indeed, 

psychologists and psychiatrists would have been more effective if they had initiated their work 

in the survivors’ communities through the distribution of food, water, and other necessities, 

as a way of creating opportunities to broach the topic of mental distress with survivors (Karz 

et al., 2014). 

The post-2011 reconstruction planning, which was developed by the Japanese national 

government in collaboration with the governments of the tsunami-hit prefectures, focused on 

a number of sub-projects aimed at disaster mitigation and adaptation through the raising of 

entire neighbourhoods by up to 9 metres, and the construction of higher, broader, and longer 

seawalls along 400 km of coastline. The seawall project was promptly approved by the central 

government, which has a strong role in local affairs through its oversight functions, the setting 

of national standards, and financial control. Deemed necessary to prevent future disasters, 

and supported by the national Reconstruction Agency, the seawall project has encountered 

unexpected resistance and opposition in local communities. To understand the reasoning 

behind community protest and resistance, fieldwork research conducted from 2016 to 2020 

by the second author of this chapter showed not only the complex and non-aligned mix of 

subjectivities of the stakeholders involved, but also the social, cultural, and economic situation 

of these coastal towns. Tohoku’s coastal communities and the municipal, prefectural, and 

national governments have become embroiled in a complex planning process caught between 

the pressure for rapid reconstruction action and the need to understand and plan for long-term 

local needs, as well as to facilitate a shared vision (Iuchi et al., 2013). 

The economic consequences and lack of community participation in the planning processes 

caused strife and internal divisions in the community instead of participation. While the con- 

struction cost of the seawalls was covered by the national and prefectural governments, each 
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local community incurs the ongoing cost of maintenance. Many interviewees complained that 

this will lead to an increase in taxes. In rural areas prone to a loss of jobs and an ageing popula- 

tion, this could accelerate depopulation. Furthermore, survivor experiences with previous sea- 

walls contributed to their resistance. Seawalls had been constructed along the coast of Tohoku 

as a preventive measure prior to 2011. However, most seawalls proved to be ineffective in 

reducing the mortality of the 2011 disaster (Dooley, 2014; Aldrich & Sawada, 2015). Before 

the seawalls, local communities relied on traditional ‘soft measures’, e.g. planting forests to 

inhibit the force of the sea, or relying on well-signed escape routes. Based on traditional eco- 

logical knowledge, these strategies permitted time to escape. The seawalls, however, acted as 

a physical barrier inhibiting access to escape routes (Aldrich, 2017). A better reconstruction 

policy would have allowed each community to design their own reconstruction and recovery 

process (Aldrich, 2017). 

This case demonstrates how, when local culture and practices are not carefully considered, 

well-intended emergency measures can negatively impact target groups. In post-disaster 

Japan, the strategy of constructing higher and broader seawalls showed a lack of under- 

standing by government officials and project engineers of local community concerns and 

desires. Furthermore, there was no process of assessing the social and cultural impacts that 

these seawalls caused, or their effectiveness as a mitigation strategy in the 2011 tsunami. 

Although before 2011, they were considered to be effective disaster prevention measures, 

during the 2011 disaster, the sea defence infrastructure was actually a liability, as the seawalls 

led to a false sense of security (so people did not evacuate), and the debris from disintegrated 

seawalls (as they were largely destroyed by the tsunami) caused much damage. Major inter- 

ventions introduced by governmental institutions at different scales included: ‘elevated rail 

lines, highways, and bridges, as additional inland lines of levee defences; relocating housing 

and businesses to higher, hillside lands or behind secondary defences; artificially elevating 

land near the ocean before reconstructing industrial and other uses there; and preserving the 

lowest-lying areas for agricultural activities’ (Iuchi et al., 2013, p. 486). While many com- 

munity members were in favour of the seawalls, others lament that such a megaproject was 

unnecessary, invasive, and failed to involve local communities. By creating a divide between 

land and sea, the livelihoods of fishers (the main subsistence activity of these communities) 

have become more complicated, and the concrete barriers affected tourism and marketing of 

these towns as tourism destinations (Martini & Minca, 2021). 

Residents and local groups have proposed various alternatives to the projects, including: the 

creation of a ‘forest wall’, a barrier of trees that would slow down the speed of tsunami waves, 

allowing people to evacuate; adjusting the size of the walls in some areas to maintain the aes- 

thetic of towns and allow better marketing for tourism; moving the wall further away from the 

shore to encourage the growth of marine vegetation and shellfish; and creating hybrid seawalls 

that can also function as a road. For the most part, these proposals have been ignored. In spite 

of these alternatives being proposed and ethnographic studies highlighting the consequences 

of not including active community participation in the reconstruction process (Aldrich, 2017, 

2019; Kimura, 2016), the construction of the seawalls has continued unabated. 



 

482 Handbook of social impact assessment and management 

 
THE CONSEQUENCES OF NOT UNDERSTANDING THE LOCAL 
CONTEXT 

 
The failure to respect local culture and practices results in the implementation of mitigation 

measures that negatively impact affected people (Hanna et al., 2016b). Not only does the 

failure to recognise diversity of cultural and social organisation harm local communities, but 

it also leads to loss of social capital, human rights violations, protests, loss of social licence 

to operate, reputational harm, and potentially to the closure of projects (Hanna et al., 2016c; 

Vanclay & Hanna, 2019). Depending on the nature and scale of the project, work stoppages 

due to conflict with local communities can cost millions per week (Franks et al., 2014). 

Current academic discussions about the role of anthropology in the extractive industries often 

focus on ethnographic accounts of contexts where conflicts have already occurred and on the 

problematic positionality of anthropologists doing ethnography in these contexts (Ballard 

& Banks, 2003; Henriksen, 2004; Jacka, 2018; D’Angelo & Pijpers, 2022). These accounts 

reveal many reasons for conflict. Nevertheless, it is very evident that tokenist stakeholder 

engagement followed only by desktop-based SIA practice will likely result in conflict at some 

point after a contentious project proceeds (Hanna et al., 2016c). 

Ethnographic research undertaken as part of World Bank community development projects 

in Uganda demonstrated that, despite the well-intended and structured methodology focusing 

on local empowerment and adaptation to local institutions, a lack of understanding of the 

cultural context led to a failure to achieve project goals (Adusei-Asante & Hancock, 2016). 

As seen in the Japan case, interventions tend to ignore the regional historical context and 

previous experiences of communities. Cumulative impact assessment (or cumulative effects 

assessment) is seldom conducted, and even when undertaken, tends to focus on projects being 

constructed at the same time, rather than considering previous projects or likely future devel- 

opments (Rifkin, 2021). In the Japan case, negative experiences with the previous seawalls and 

awareness of the likely socio-economic consequences from the construction of new seawalls 

contributed to community opposition to the new projects. 

Typically, minorities such as Indigenous peoples and rural, marginal communities who 

rely on the environment for subsistence and cultural reproduction (see Hanna et al., 2014) 

are ignored. Other vulnerable groups are also often left out of consideration in the impact 

assessment, such as those with disabilities, women, youth, and LGBTQ+ groups (Stienstra 

et al., 2020; see Chapter 17). In order to foster more inclusive SIA processes, a gender-based 

and intersectional approach is being increasingly advocated to identify contexts of marginal- 

isation experienced by specific individuals and social groups (Götzmann & Bainton, 2021). 

Ethnographic fieldwork, which reveals the complexities of the local context and the necessity 

for collaboration with local experts, is needed in order to identify those groups and individuals 

who are often overlooked in stakeholder engagement activities. 

As demonstrated by the Lajeado dam in Brazil, efforts to mitigate impacts effectively do 

not always avoid negative impacts on the affected populations, especially if the consultation 

and stakeholder engagement processes do not consider the political organisation and identify 

and address local concerns. Ignorance of local political processes and perceptions results in 

procedural unfairness, causing anxiety, loss of sense of place, alienation, and other forms of 

social and emotional distress. Consistent with the requirements of human rights instruments 

and other international standards (Vanclay & Hanna, 2019; Kashfi & Hanna, 2022), how the 

affected group perceives the project and the consultation process must be considered; and 
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stakeholders must be respected, included, and part of the transformational process that is 

unfolding in the place where they belong. We argue that, to understand local practices and 

social dynamics and facilitate inclusion of the community in identifying and minimising nega- 

tive impacts, there is a need for an ethnographic approach in all EIA and SIA processes. There 

is a need to understand the local organisational context in order to predict potential project 

impacts and collaboratively develop adequate mitigation measures with affected groups. 

 
 

THE VALUE OF ETHNOGRAPHY FOR SOCIAL IMPACT 
ASSESSMENT 

 
Ethnography actively entails an effort to hear and understand the other, the first step necessary 

for respectful dialogue. It has a role in all phases of SIA (Vanclay et al., 2015). During project 

conception, ethnography is a key method for a culturally adequate SIA process in order to 

understand the local issues and shape the stakeholder engagement process according to the 

local context. During project construction, ethnography informs adequate mitigation proce- 

dures and identifies impacts that might have been overlooked during the impact assessment 

process. During project operation, ethnography can inform effective participatory monitoring, 

the evaluation of mitigation measures, and fair governance models. With the project’s decom- 

missioning, ethnography can play an important role in identifying the post-closure aspirations 

of the affected communities and assisting in developing a closure plan that is consistent with 

the social context. 

Ethnography in SIA can be used to: 

● Investigate the meaning of the project for the affected people 

● Study the knowledge, practices, and symbolic universes of affected people 

● Identify the plurality of social actors 

● Recognise the agency (or protagonism) of the different groups 

● Recognise power differences and other inequalities within a community 

● Identify the different social spaces 

● Develop a more detailed and robust social baseline and community profile than current 

practice. 

Consideration of local culture to assess impacts or to propose mitigation measures is only part 

of the contribution that ethnography can provide. Ethnography also contributes to empowering 

community participation to the maximum level of the participation spectrum (IAP2, 2016). 

If the principle of free, prior and informed consent (Hanna & Vanclay, 2013) is to be fully 

respected, ethnographic methods are needed so that SIA practitioners can act as effective and 

culturally aware facilitators in the IA process and help to position communities in a leading 

role in assessing impacts, consenting or withholding project approval, and ultimately estab- 

lishing the conditions for mitigation, compensation, or enhancement measures that will be 

necessary for the project to proceed. By doing so, it is more likely that adequate measures for 

communities will be proposed and that proper SIA follow-up will be sustained throughout the 

project cycle. 

It is challenging to undertake lengthy ethnographic fieldwork, especially in the competitive 

context of environmental consultancy or in the environmental permitting process. The lack of 

a flexible timeline that can be adjusted to each project context is problematic in many ways. 
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Firstly, understanding a local context requires time, as social–cultural systems are complex 

and many important facets will only be revealed through participant observation of community 

life, and certainly not through standard stakeholder engagement workshops. A superficial 

understanding of the local context will lead to an inadequate assessment of the social and 

environmental impacts and how they might be mitigated. Secondly, each community needs 

its own timeframe in which to consider whether a project is beneficial to their development 

trajectory or their ‘ethno-development’, which for many communities generally differs from 

the Western capitalist development model (Stavenhagen, 1986). Even when project approval 

is granted by communities, time is required to collaboratively develop adequate and inclusive 

mitigation measures. By pressuring communities to conform to a restrictive licensing time- 

frame, additional social impacts are created, usually related to the uncertainty and anxiety 

caused by the project. Thirdly, a tight project licensing timeline tends to cause resistance 

from local communities, potentially leading to conflict. By allowing enough time to negotiate, 

de-escalation strategies can be implemented (Vanclay & Hanna, 2019), latent conflicts can be 

redressed, and a collaborative impact assessment process with true community participation 

(Morales, 2019; Hanna et al., 2022) can be implemented. Thus, besides fostering a more effec- 

tive SIA process, understanding the perceptions, opinions, and needs of local people creates 

trust between the various stakeholders and reduces conflict. All collaborative and culturally 

adequate assessment processes require the cessation of the project (and potentially any impact 

assessment process) if they are regarded as unacceptable by the local community (Hanna & 

Vanclay, 2013; Joly et al., 2018). 

The notion of an ‘expert anthropologist’ to understand a cultural setting prior to an inter- 

vention can be considered as a colonialist approach. It is important to clarify that our proposal 

for the role of ethnography envisions the use of ethnographic methods as being one of trans- 

lation between two different cultural settings – with the anthropologist acting as a facilitator 

in the impact assessment process rather than being seen as the ‘local specialist’. Community 

advocacy is increasing and many impact assessment processes are now being led by local 

communities (Morales, 2019; Jolly & Thompson-Fawcett, 2021; Hanna et al., 2022). With the 

intention to act as mediators or facilitators, the use of an ethnographic approach by the IA team 

stimulates a dialogue that articulates the different perceptions and opinions, recognising the 

right of the impacted community to participation and collaboration in the IA process. 

When working in any setting – but especially when various social groups are involved – it is 

necessary to reflect on the power relations and positionality of the SIA team, who are usually 

consultants hired by the company proposing the project. Ethnographic research is interpretive 

and is situated in political, social, cultural, and institutional contexts (Hay, 2016). Qualitative 

investigations, such as ethnography, place the researcher within an ongoing social and polit- 

ical interaction in which she or he also carries a subjective perspective. In the case of impact 

assessment research paid for by the project proponent, the possible biases of the investigator 

also imply ethical concerns, as well as social, cultural, and political implications (Baines et 

al., 2013; Vanclay et al., 2013). It must be recognised that the ethnographic process of under- 

standing the diversity of a specific situation and impact assessment research are mediated and 

interpreted according to specific cultural perspectives and political and economic interests. 

To attenuate existing biases and improper or inadequate solutions, it is crucial to achieve an 

ethnographic understanding that will aid in implementing culturally and politically adequate 

measures that include full participation throughout the SIA process. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Deep understanding of the local context is key for any intervention, whether for mitigating 

a project’s impacts or for disaster risk reduction. Although EIA often entails extensive, long-

term baseline studies involving many specialists over several years, this is rarely the case for 

SIA. In SIA, which is typically confined to a chapter within a broader EIA report, SIA teams 

tend to comprise only one or two practitioners with a very limited time period to consider the 

social aspects. Consequently, their reports mainly result in quantitative analyses of the socio-

economic aspects, ignoring the important social and cultural consequences that will affect the 

communities (Kahangirwe & Vanclay, 2022). 

Ethnographic fieldwork that requires the researcher to become familiar with the local context 

by spending extensive periods of time in situ should be an integral part of SIA processes if 

the local context is to be taken seriously and be fully understood by the impact assessment 

team. To be consistent with a proper ethnographic approach, the SIA process must respect and 

incorporate local traditional knowledge, use local experts, and allow the process to be led by 

the impacted community. Ethnography is based on genuine listening and dialogue. Without 

ethnographic knowledge and the dialogue that it fosters, participatory methodologies are likely 

to be inadequate and key project’s impacts might not be identified. Ethnography informs 

how participation methodologies could be structured in order for them to be inclusive to all 

local (sub)groups and be respectful of local practices. The use of ethnography is necessary to 

comprehend how local communities will experience social and environmental impacts, and is 

essential to develop culturally adequate consultation methods and effective mitigation meas- 

ures. It also promotes trust and improves cross-cultural communication between groups with 

different goals, interests, and perceptions, allowing dialogue with the community members, 

and facilitating their active participation in the impact assessment process. 
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