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The commercial determinants of social impact assessment in the global mining 
industry
Nicholas Bainton and Anthony Kung

School of Regulation and Global Governance, Australian National university, Canberra, Australia

ABSTRACT
Social impact assessment (SIA) is the most widely applied method for identifying and mana
ging the social effects of mining. Yet, SIA almost always occurs under commercial conditions 
that constrain its potential to serve the public interest. This paper examines the company- 
commissioned, consultant-led model that dominates SIA practice in the global mining industry. 
Drawing on document analysis and interviews with practitioners and regulators, we identify 
how commercial and structural arrangements influence SIA across four phases of the study 
cycle – commissioning, proposal, implementation, and application. We argue that the depen
dence of mining companies on consultants, and of consultants on mining contracts, generates 
a structural conflict of interest that limits the quality and utility of SIA. Using a systems 
perspective, we identify reinforcing feedback loops between companies, consultants, and 
regulators that reproduce low capability, poor-quality assessments, and weak oversight. 
Incremental reforms that improve standards and practice within this model adjust its para
meters but not its rules. The dominant model of SIA exemplifies capitalism’s capacity to 
monetise its own critique, where each call for better assessment becomes a new commercial 
opportunity. Reclaiming SIA as a practice of public value requires transforming its purpose into 
a mode of shared governance over mining’s social dimensions.
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1. Introduction

The global consulting industry is deeply embedded 
across public and private sectors, shaping decision- 
making processes from government policy to corpo
rate strategy. Over the last decade, large firms – parti
cularly the so-called ‘Big Four’ accounting firms – have 
extended their services into various environmental, 
social, and governance (ESG) domains. Consulting 
firms now implant their influence throughout entire 
value chains and sectors, with activities spanning 
countries and continents, affecting all levels of society. 
Critics have argued that the expansion of the consult
ing industry has hollowed out public and institutional 
capacities for independent expertise, while concentrat
ing influence in firms driven by commercial incentives 
(Mazzucato & Collington 2023). In some jurisdictions 
the practice has become so blatant that it triggered 
formal inquiries to investigate.1 Impact assessment is 
part of this consulting economy. Large firms dominate 
the market for environmental impact assessment (EIA), 
and social impact assessment (SIA) has increasingly 
been captured by this same pattern. In the global 
mining industry, most SIAs are company- 
commissioned and consultant-led, raising critical ques
tions about how commercial conditions influence the 
quality, purpose, and outcomes of a practice that was 
originally intended to serve the public good.

We begin with the observation that SIA, like other 
technical services, operates within a specific set of com
mercial and institutional arrangements. SIA is shaped by 
the contractual, organisational, and regulatory environ
ments that govern mining projects. These arrangements 
include not only corporations and consulting firms but 
also state regulators, international organisations, and civil 
society actors that collectively influence how impacts are 
defined, measured, and managed. Despite the ubiquity of 
these conditions, there has been limited systematic ana
lysis of these commercial determinants. Addressing this 
gap, our paper investigates the dominant company- 
commissioned, consultant-led mode of SIA to understand 
how these structural conditions constrain the practice. We 
offer this critical analysis as a foundation for re-thinking 
the possibilities of SIA.

2. Defining the problem: ideal-reality gap

SIA remains the most well-established practice for identi
fying, understanding, managing, and mitigating the risks 
of mining to local communities. SIAs have long been 
required by regulators as part of the project approvals 
process. Banks and multilateral institutions funding 
mining projects may also require developers to undertake 
SIA to demonstrate how they will manage project (invest
ment) risks. Likewise, many mining companies have 
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adopted internal standards that require SIAs to be con
ducted in project feasibility studies, during operations, 
prior to project expansions or modifications, and in the 
lead-up to closure.

SIA is described expansively as ‘a field of research 
and practice, a discourse, and a paradigm’ (Vanclay and 
Esteves 2024, 2). The International Association for 
Impact Assessment (IAIA) defines SIA as ‘the process 
of identifying and managing the social issues of project 
development, and includes the effective engagement 
of affected communities in participatory processes of 
identification, assessment and management of social 
impacts’ (Vanclay et al. 2015, iv). The logic contained in 
this definition is:
status quo (baseline) + project activities = changes to 
status quo (impact)

This logic may be applied ex-ante (what impacts will 
or might arise), or ex-post (what impacts have already 
arisen). The former has a theoretical commonality with 
risk assessment, and the latter with evaluation 
(Mahmoudi et al. 2013; Taylor et al. 2021). This broad 
definition of social impact means that the potential 
scope of an SIA may be equally broad. SIA can there
fore claim many disciplines and cover many different 
types of stakeholders. This matters because scoping an 
SIA is difficult in practice. For example, who has exper
tise in all relevant disciplines (within a mining com
pany, consulting firm, or regulatory body)? And how 
can the SIA cover all the potential social issues asso
ciated with the project?

This broad conception of SIA is often accompanied 
by ambitious statements about its purpose. SIA should 
help to ‘achieve better development outcomes for 
communities’, to support better design of projects 
and policies, and to inform regulatory decision- 
making (Esteves et al. 2012). Despite the promises of 
SIA, there are persistent concerns among practitioners, 
regulators, academics, and even within parts of the 
mining industry, that SIA is not achieving its intended 
purpose: that SIAs fail to make an impact and are 
compromised in practice (Bainton and Burton 2024). 
In our own research and practice, we have continually 
found that SIAs in mining are rushed, ill-prepared, 
inefficient and incorrect, fail to meaningfully include 
the voices of those who are most affected by mining, 
and disconnected from operational decision-making.

Concerns around the quality of assessments are 
a recurrent theme at practitioner conferences, includ
ing those held by the IAIA and the Society for Applied 
Anthropology. In their opening remarks to the latest 
SIA handbook, Frank Vanclay and Ana Maria Esteves 
reiterate these observations. Among the many pro
blems confronting the practice of SIA, they note that 
‘the consultancy firms that undertake SIAs often don’t 
have experienced or qualified staff, leading to inade
quate assessments that, typically, are not subject to 
rigorous review’ (Vanclay and Esteves 2024, 3). Further 

compounding this issue, ‘the competitive tendering 
for SIA work and the lack of established criteria by 
which to select consultants have led to a race to the 
bottom’, which contributes to the image of SIA as 
a mere ‘box-ticking exercise’ (Vanclay and Esteves  
2024, 3).

All of this points to diverging narratives about SIA: 
an expansive and positive conception of what SIA 
could be, versus a sceptical realism about the state of 
practice. This ideal-reality gap is a problem because SIA 
remains the most accepted and widely practiced form 
of social science within the sector for identifying and 
minimising harm to people. There is a need for deeper 
analysis of these issues.

3. Gaps in the literature

Research on SIA in the extractive industries is exten
sive, spanning methodological innovation, emerging 
practices, and state-of-the-art guidance (e.g. Kemp and 
Vanclay 2013; Götzmann and Bainton 2021; 
O’Faircheallaigh 2017; Esteves et al. 2012; Vanclay 
and Esteves 2024). This body of work also connects 
SIA, corporate responsibility, and social performance 
(e.g. Bice 2015; Joyce et al. 2018; Mancini and Sala  
2018), while case studies have documented how SIAs 
play out on the ground (e.g. Aguilar-Støen and Hirsch  
2017; Roche et al. 2021). There is also emerging litera
ture on Indigenous-led and community-controlled SIA 
as a corrective to company-controlled SIA (e.g. 
Lawrence and Larsen 2017; O’Faircheallaigh 2017). 
This is an important development, although in practice 
the vast majority of SIA remains commercially 
procured.

Despite this breadth, the literature is still largely 
focussed on practice refinement and normative 
improvement. Much less attention has been paid to 
the underlying commercial arrangements that orga
nise SIA as a purchased technical service. 
Consequently, existing scholarship does not fully 
explain why SIAs routinely fall short in practice, nor 
how commercial incentives shape the production of 
social knowledge within mining projects. This gap is 
significant given that consultant-led, company- 
commissioned SIA has been the dominant global 
model for over 50 years (Vanclay and Burdge 1995, 
34) and therefore central to understanding recurring 
shortcomings in quality, independence, and utility – 
and the possibilities for change.

A parallel critical literature has examined the politics 
and ethics of applied research in extractive contexts 
(e.g. Howitt 2005; Baines et al. 2013; Bainton and Owen  
2019), highlighting issues such as corporate capture, 
compromised expertise, and the moral hazards sur
rounding consultancy work (e.g. Macintyre 2001; 
Burton 2014). Similar concerns have been explored 
more thoroughly in the EIA field, where scholars have 
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analysed how consulting firms mediate power rela
tions between companies, communities, and regula
tors, often reinforcing conflicts of interest and 
producing depoliticised outputs (Li 2009, 2015; 
Dougherty 2019). These insights have not been sys
tematically extended to SIA, even though it operates 
through comparable commercial, institutional, and 
contractual arrangements. We address that gap by 
foregrounding the commercial conditions that shape 
SIA practice and by analysing how these conditions 
systematically constrain the capacity of SIA to generate 
socially meaningful knowledge in the public interest.

4. Research framework: the commercial 
phases of SIA

This research aims to reveal the reality of SIA practice, 
rather than provide a normative perspective on what it 
should be. We focus on company-commissioned, con
sultant-led SIA, proceeding on the question: How does 
the commercial nature of this model affect practice 
and outcomes?

Within the mining industry, SIA usually falls within 
the remit of a company’s social or ‘communities’ func
tion, often referred to as ‘social performance’ (Kemp 
and Owen 2018; Esteves and Moreira 2021). SIAs may 
be conducted at any point in the mine lifecycle. It is 
ordinarily performed under a professional services con
tract between a company and a consulting firm (or 
individual consultants). Seen from this perspective, 
SIA can be conceptualised as a commercial procure
ment process that encompasses, but extends beyond, 
the narrower conception of SIA as an applied research 
process.

This broader commercial process typically has four 
phases (Figure 1). It begins with contractual negotia
tions between the mining company and prospective 
consultants, whereby the company issues terms of 
reference for the SIA (commissioning phase), against 
which prospective consultants submit proposals 

outlining the work they would undertake (proposal 
phase). The selected consultant then implements the 
work – that is, they conduct the SIA study as specified 
in the contract, producing an SIA report as the primary 
output of the process. Finally, the company may use 
the SIA for a wide variety of purposes (receive and apply 
phase), including regulatory approval, supporting pro
ject financing, developing social impact management 
plans (SIMPs),2 and demonstrating compliance with 
corporate social performance standards.

4.1. Research methods

This archetypical four-phase process provided 
a framework for the research, conducted in three 
steps. First, we reviewed 30 publicly available mining- 
sector SIA reports (English-language only). This was not 
intended to be a systematic review but a sensitisation 
exercise which informed research design.

Second, we conducted semi-structured interviews 
with some 45 participants.3 The interview protocol 
sought insights across the four phases. All interviewees 
were practitioners with significant career experience in 
SIA. The majority (approximately four-fifths) were 
working as SIA consultants or as social performance 
practitioners within the mining sector. The remainder 
were academics in the SIA field (who also had practical 
experience commissioning and/or conducting SIA), 
and practitioners working in other extractive industries 
(principally oil and gas). Many had careers spanning 
various roles and commented from multiple perspec
tives. Participants employed in the mining industry 
were all based in large and mid-tier firms, although 
some also had experience working for junior firms. 
Some participants provided regulatory perspectives 
(having previously worked in such roles). Collectively, 
participants spoke to their experiences across North 
America, Central and South America, Africa, Australia, 
Europe, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific region.

Figure 1. The four phases of a commercial SIA process in mining.
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The third step was presenting interim results for 
critical comment in a focus group workshop with SIA 
practitioners at the IAIA’s annual conference in 2023. 
This provided an opportunity to pressure-test prelimin
ary conclusions. This workshop was attended by 
approximately 20 individuals, with representation 
from consulting, industry, and academia.

5. Findings across four phases

We report candid practitioner perspectives from the 
interviews and focus group workshop, to understand 
how commercial factors condition SIA practice and 
outcomes. Quotations are drawn from research parti
cipants, and our findings are organised by phase.

5.1. Commissioning phase

The terms of reference that initiate and structure an 
SIA arise from mining company decisions. They specify 
the work to be done, expected outcomes, and deliver
ables, and may be called a scope of work, specifica
tions, or a request for tenders, proposals, or quotes. 
A company may issue an open tender to the market, 
a closed tender to selected consultants, or sole-source 
the work to a known consultant or consortium. In some 
cases, the scope is co-developed between the com
pany and consultants, and occasionally with other 
stakeholders.

The terms of reference set the starting conditions 
for the SIA. A key influence is the motivation for com
missioning the SIA. Interviewees observed that, where 
SIAs are commissioned primarily for regulatory 
approvals, terms of reference are often generic, reflect
ing justifiably generic regulatory guidelines intended 
to cover a multitude of project types. The resultant 
SIAs were described as ‘tick-box’, ‘checklist’, ‘compli
ance-focused’, and ‘schedule-driven’ where ‘the output 
drives the work, not the outcome.’ Producing an SIA 
document becomes the main objective, rather than 
the knowledge it contains: ‘you get your licence, and 
you put the SIA on the top shelf.’ This also reflects the 
baseline quality companies seek. As one executive put 
it, ‘If the SIA does not meet regulatory approval, then 
what is the point of doing it?’

Internal business structures also influence how SIAs 
are scoped. A social performance manager explained 
how the project approvals team commissioned an 
initial SIA for regulatory purposes, after which respon
sibility for managing social impacts passed to the site 
operations team: ‘we do not design the SIA that we will 
ultimately use. A lot of knowledge is lost in the transi
tion between teams – the approvals team takes their 
files with them when they leave.’ She saw this not as 
commercially efficient but rather a problem-solving 
style: ‘big business manages liability by hiring 

someone to set up a team, and these teams are not 
necessarily well integrated.’ This has important impli
cations for use, as site teams are often ‘less connected’ 
to SIAs they have ‘inherited’ from the approvals team.

Site teams can and do commission SIAs for pur
poses other than regulatory approval. Increasingly, 
mining companies have internal standards requiring 
SIAs to be updated every few years. These SIAs are 
compliance-driven, but likely commissioned by the 
same business unit that ultimately uses them. Even 
so, staff turnover influences continuity of knowledge 
across successive SIAs, as large companies often 
encourage staff to change roles after 3–5 years to 
gain a ‘more rounded understanding of the business.’ 
The SIA may still be ‘inherited’ on an individual level, 
disconnecting the knowledge generated by the SIA 
and the practitioner tasked to apply it. By contrast, 
SIAs commissioned to understand specific social 
impacts or business risks are motivated by a need to 
gather knowledge. Interviewees saw these SIAs as 
encouraging the greatest level of ‘buy-in’ from the 
company with better application of findings.

Decisions around the purpose of an SIA are strongly 
influenced by internal SIA capability. Who prepares the 
terms of reference matters a great deal. When SIAs are 
commissioned at the asset level, they are often scoped 
by a site-based social performance officer, below man
ager level, who has: constrained capacity because they 
are busy ‘putting out fires’; limited disciplinary exper
tise in relevant social sciences; and little experience 
conducting or overseeing SIAs or comparable studies. 
Highly skilled practitioners can sometimes overcome 
this by advocating for social performance, persuading 
company leaders to invest in SIA, or securing addi
tional capability to inform the terms of reference.

Smaller mining companies generally have lower 
social performance capability and are strongly compli
ance-driven. One illustrative example involved a large 
project in a complex Southeast Asian jurisdiction 
where the on-site social performance manager was 
an environmental scientist with no social performance 
experience. This led to a ‘cookie-cutter approach’, 
applying a North American environmental model (inef
fectively) to social performance in Southeast Asia. 
Another senior manager recalled a due diligence pro
cess ahead of a corporate acquisition where the target 
company outsourced its social performance function 
to ‘the absolute cheapest consultant’ to undertake an 
SIA. The result was an SIA of unusably poor quality.

In the worst cases, terms of reference are simply 
lifted from previous studies or derived from guidance 
documents. ‘Copy-and-paste’, ‘template’ and ‘cookie- 
cutter’ terms of reference appear commonplace. 
Generic terms of reference are likely to lead to generic 
study designs and findings, limiting the usefulness of 
SIAs for operational decision-making and impact 
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management. By contrast, SIAs scoped to answer spe
cific questions can yield better information. As one 
senior manager explained:

To produce the best SIA, you need to understand 
exactly what you need from an SIA. Sometimes, 
though, you know there’s a gap in your understanding 
of social impacts, but you don’t know what the gap is – 
so you simply say, ‘I’ll do an SIA’.

Generic SIAs therefore partly reflect limited practi
tioner capability to articulate the specific questions 
the assessment should address.

Budget is another determining factor, often deter
mining the scope rather than the other way around. 
Budgets may be based on amounts spent for compar
able studies, funds rolled over from the previous 
financial year, or money that must be spent before it 
is redistributed. In profitable years more may be avail
able; in lean years SIA funding is harder to justify, 
reflecting the value placed on SIA within the business. 
One practitioner quipped that when working out the 
budget it was sometimes just a ‘thumb suck’. Overall, 
budgets rarely reflect a detailed understanding of what 
the SIA needs to achieve or the complexity of the study 
context.

At mine sites, the scope and budget for an SIA are 
usually approved by the general manager. Their appre
ciation of SIA’s value strongly shapes the budget and 
subsequent activities. General managers who prioritise 
production are less likely to support a robust SIA pro
cess. Those who have ‘felt the pain’ of community 
outrage were reportedly more willing to invest and 
engage with scoping and findings because they see 
the link between data and problem-solving. This points 
to a systemic problem: if managers must personally 
experience difficult challenges before investing in SIA, 
then harm to communities becomes a precondition for 
better practice.

5.2. Proposal phase

Once a company has issued terms of reference, pro
spective consultants are invited to submit proposals 
(equivalently: bids, quotes, tenders). Proposals outline 
the work the consultant intends to undertake, esti
mated fees, delivery timeframes, qualifications and 
experience, and other contractual conditions. The 
company then selects a consultant based on the pro
posal, with or without further negotiation. The propo
sal is critical because it essentially amounts to 
a contractual promise to carry out the SIA as specified. 
Even if there is room to vary the contract, this stage is 
where the SIA design is broadly articulated and com
mitted to.

The consulting model influences who prepares the 
proposal. Unlike sole traders and boutique firms, in 
large consultancies, the most experienced SIA 

practitioners rarely design the SIA and write the pro
posal. Principal consultants are frequently overbur
dened, ‘spread across 15 different projects at once’. 
Moreover, consultancies are not paid to write propo
sals, so the main work is often assigned to more junior 
consultants whose labour costs the firm less. To com
pensate for inexperience, junior staff may be directed 
to use past proposals as templates, opening the door 
to copy-paste drafting. Reflecting on their early career, 
one consultant said, ‘I was told that the previous pro
posal, which had been signed off by the principal, was 
“approved text”, so I mostly just copied that. I didn’t 
know what I was doing!’ Another bemoaned, ‘Ctrl-C 
and Ctrl-V are catchphrases here – just put in the latest 
buzzwords for the proposal.’

When SIAs are scoped alongside environmental stu
dies, the social part of the proposal might not even be 
written by an SIA practitioner. Sometimes the SIA com
ponent is ‘an afterthought’, ‘tacked onto’ the EIA, and 
written by ‘whoever was available’ regardless of dis
ciplinary expertise. One consultant recalled their 
‘chronically busy’ manager instructing them to ‘reach 
for the nearest available environmental consultant’ to 
prepare the SIA proposal as part of the SIA team.

Since proposal writing is a ‘speculative investment’, 
some are ‘thrown in’ with minimal effort. High-value 
contracts may warrant greater effort. Sole-sourced 
contracts have a high likelihood of selection, which 
can encourage either greater effort (as costs are likely 
to be recouped) or less effort (without competition, 
design work can be deferred to billable stages). Effort 
may also be influenced by ‘arbitrary but important’ 
factors, like how busy staff are at the time or whether 
the firm has ‘other work in the pipeline.’ When compa
nies set short response deadlines, proposal-writing is 
necessarily hasty.

Pricing dynamics exert great influence on SIA 
design at the proposal stage. Consultants typically 
charge fees based on time spent on the work (‘billable 
hours’). A consultant’s hourly rate is set to yield a profit 
for the consultancy after deducting salary and over
head costs. More senior consultants command higher 
rates, reflecting both greater experience and higher 
salary cost to the firm. In a proposal, consultants seek 
to maximise billable hours while keeping costs compe
titive. The client’s budget for the SIA is often undi
sclosed. As one consultant stated, ‘If the client won’t 
tell me, I try to guess what it will take to win the 
contract. Then I design the SIA to match that price.’ 
Some companies have pre-existing relationships with 
certain consultancies (‘go-to firms’), who can bench
mark their proposal pricing against what they charged 
before.

Cost-sensitive clients can ‘create a race to the bot
tom’, obliging consultants to compete primarily on 
price. Cost-cutting tactics include deliberately under
estimating the total time required to complete the SIA, 
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substituting in-depth research methods for ‘quick and 
dirty’ data collection, and allocating the work to the 
most junior (i.e. cheapest) consultants capable of car
rying it out (a practice known as ‘leveraging’: Maister  
1997). Such tactics may improve the chance of winning 
the contract but at the expense of SIA quality, as dis
cussed in the next section.

These pricing dynamics filter into study design in 
less obvious ways. One consultant described how pres
sure to meet billable targets meant they could not 
advocate for better SIA practice within the firm:

I wanted to argue for better approaches to SIA, but 
I remember finally receiving an email from the Big Boss 
(who was not an SIA practitioner), which said, ‘Just do 
your job.’ It was very confronting for me. I didn’t take it 
further because I didn’t have the time or energy. . . . 
Consulting is a 24/7 stress. I needed to make sure I hit 
my billable targets. [My partner, children and I are 
immigrants], and if I lose this job, we might have to 
leave this country. So, I didn’t make a fuss.

This illustrates commercial constraints that discourage 
consultants from instituting improvements, further 
curtailing SIA’s potential.

Selection criteria also shape outcomes. Contracts 
are commonly awarded based on expertise, track 
record, and the technical and financial merits of the 
proposal. Less tangible factors like reputation are influ
ential, especially where companies lack internal cap
ability to discern a quality proposal. ‘Big name’ firms 
may succeed because their brand generates confi
dence, even where SIA expertise is limited or their 
reputation is built on engineering services. 
Conversely, some highly experienced SIA practitioners 
have been ‘blacklisted’ based on perceptions that they 
are too critical or ‘not willing to toe the company line.’ 
In both cases, selection is based on perceived attri
butes rather than substantive competence.

When the SIA is just one component in a larger set of 
studies, a weak SIA proposal may go unnoticed because 
it is camouflaged against the other components. 
A consultancy’s strong environmental service offering 
could, in the eyes of the selector, compensate for its 
poor SIA capabilities. Rather than insisting on a better 
SIA consultant, companies often prefer the convenience 
of a ‘one-stop shop’ for all required services.

Finally, selection decisions are sometimes ‘based on 
who was already in the system’. Managers may find it 
easier to award the contract to a vendor already regis
tered and approved by procurement. In these cases, 
the SIA process is fully subjected to commercial 
determinants.

5.3. Implementation phase

Once selected and contracted, the consultant com
mences the SIA study. This usually begins with desktop 
review, followed by primary data gathering, including 

engagement with affected communities and project 
stakeholders. The primary output is usually a written 
report that describes the study design, summarises 
findings, and presents recommendations for managing 
and mitigating risks and maximising opportunities. 
Draft reports are reviewed by the company and some
times by independent experts or public institutions, 
and there may be further engagement with commu
nities to confirm findings and recommendations. 
Implementation is heavily constrained by conditions 
set in the commissioning and proposal phases, even 
where contracts can be varied to expand or reduce the 
scope.

Again, who implements the SIA matters a great 
deal. Proposals normally list the SIA team, but business 
contingencies (such as staff availability) can result in 
substitutions to the proposed team and thus to skill
sets and competency. There is a consensus that the 
most senior consultants spend the least amount of 
time in the field, being too expensive to commit 
weeks in the field, and required to oversee multiple 
projects from the office. One consultant quipped, ‘As 
soon as the project starts, the person with 35 years’ 
experience disappears! Maybe they show up for a few 
key meetings.’ The absence of senior expertise on-the- 
ground has numerous flow-on effects, including the 
choice of methods.

Although the methodological toolkit for SIA is expan
sive, in practice there is a heavy reliance on a stock set of 
instruments and approaches. Quantitative surveys are 
often preferred as a ‘fast way of collecting data’ and 
reflect the view that ‘if you can’t measure it, you can’t 
manage it’, along with the perception that ‘figures cre
ate a greater “impression” over long prose without the 
“headline”.’ Survey instruments can be ‘inspired’ (copied 
or adapted) from previous projects and are thought to 
be easily administered by junior consultants and local 
enumerators without close supervision, and therefore 
more cost-effective. The consequence is that cheaper 
methods are prioritised over qualitative approaches 
which yield richer insights but demand more time and 
expertise, such as in-depth interviews and participant 
observation. More experimental or advanced methods – 
such as yarning (or regional variants like Talanoa or Tok 
Stori), community-led SIA, trauma-informed assessment, 
or community visioning – are even less likely to be used. 
As one consultant remarked, ‘Senior consultants don’t 
want to upset bosses. Anything unfamiliar gets vetoed.’

A common complaint is the lack of time for field
work, resulting in rushed data collection, data gaps, or 
poor-quality data that cannot be used. This can arise 
from budget constraints, inexperience, or field sche
dules that fail to match social complexity. Fieldwork 
may also be subject to company-imposed constraints: 
some places or stakeholders may be declared off- 
limits for political or security reasons, or safety proto
cols may restrict activities to daylight hours. These 
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constraints affect whose voices are represented in 
the SIA.

While SIAs are notionally meant to address risks to 
communities, the SIA process itself can impact peo
ple. Ethical concerns arise across the entire process, 
including SIA design, field methods, community 
engagement, and data use. A prominent critique is 
that SIAs are ‘extractive’: they extract information 
from people to benefit companies. In sensitive and 
conflict-ridden environments, the SIA process can put 
lives at risk.

Although academics and practitioners have writ
ten about SIA ethics and the IAIA has published 
principles for ethical practice (Vanclay et al. 2013), 
few SIAs explicitly reference ethics frameworks. In our 
document review, only two studies contained state
ments about ethical frameworks guiding study 
design, both in Australia and drawing on the 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 
Research. Reference does not guarantee compliance, 
and adherence remains difficult to assess. 
Practitioners reported wide variability in how 
research ethics are considered in privately commis
sioned SIAs. Some suggested ethics are ignored 
because SIA is not seen as research per se but as 
an instrumental data-gathering exercise for corporate 
or regulatory purposes. Mining companies are more 
familiar with managing environmental studies, where 
the corporate scientific paradigm often neglects 
research ethics. It is likely SIA is viewed through this 
same corporate study lens. Moreover, commissioning 
companies rarely ask consultants to demonstrate 
compliance with ethics frameworks, because ethical 
due diligence translates into additional cost. 
Regulatory requirements also vary widely between 
countries. Even at the sub-national level, in countries 
like Australia, SIA guidelines differ in their emphasis 
on research ethics.

Unsurprisingly, practitioners based at universities or 
familiar with university protocols are more attuned to 
designing and conducting SIAs to avoid harm, espe
cially when working with Indigenous communities. 
Some consultants say they try to uphold their own 
‘moral standards’, but how this works in practice is 
unclear. These differences can affect the methods 
used, the level of meaningful community participation, 
and the potential for SIAs to harm vulnerable groups. 
Lack of attention to ethics often reflects the driver for 
the SIA (compliance, rather than enhancing commu
nity self-determination).

The standard SIA output is a report delivered to the 
company. These documents can be hundreds of pages 
long, with quantitative datasets and descriptive text. 
This default format locks data into static forms, which, 
as we discuss in the next section, shapes how SIAs are 
used. Like proposal writing, junior and intermediate 
consultants do most of the writing, as senior SIA 

consultants are too busy and expensive. One way of 
managing workloads is to rely on preapproved 
material:

The response to manage senior people’s workloads is 
to develop standardised text. So sometimes you’ll take 
text from a massively complex SIA . . . then bang it 
onto a little solar farm in the middle of nowhere.

The combination of time pressure, lack of senior input, 
and reliance on standardised text across the SIA pro
cess contributes to the genericism already noted.

Once the report is drafted, it must be reviewed 
internally before being delivered to the client. This 
provides an opportunity to improve the SIA, but time 
constraints and limited expert input again have mate
rial consequences. In one illustrative example, a senior 
consultant said, ‘I don’t know what’s going on . . . 
I haven’t been to site . . . but it’s due tomorrow and if 
I sign it off, I get to go home.’

The review process can also generate various forms 
of censoring. Consultants may consciously revise work 
so it is not rejected by the company or even conceal 
sensitive findings that might jeopardise future con
tracts. Likewise, company management often ‘soften 
the language’, ‘make [the findings] less alarmist’, and 
present the project and mining-led development in 
a more positive light, especially for project approvals. 
Editing intensity depends on how critical the findings 
are, company maturity, and willingness to acknowl
edge difficult issues. As one manager noted, it can 
also reflect the belief that ‘SIAs are too subjective and 
not objective enough’.

The final step in this phase is to develop recommen
dations, often produced last and under time pressure. 
Censoring can again be an issue, especially when 
recommendations highlight performance gaps and 
SIAs are publicly available. As one industry insider put 
it, ‘recommendations are not suggestions, they are 
nooses around the company to do it . . . control the 
knowledge and you control the bank’ (i.e. loan condi
tions). If no resources are included to co-develop 
recommendations with the teams and stakeholders 
responsible for implementation, the likelihood of 
action is further reduced.

5.4. Receive and apply phase

Once produced, SIA outputs are delivered to the com
pany. Ordinarily this is straightforward, but there are 
cases where companies refuse to accept the outputs or 
receive them and immediately bury them. The SIA 
process then comes to a halt, and the question of 
application becomes redundant. Such moments 
expose a corporate culture of strategic or wilful ignor
ance (Lawrence and O’Faircheallaigh 2022).

Mining companies may use SIA outputs for different 
purposes. They might submit the SIA to external 
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audiences, such as regulators for project approvals, or 
financial institutions to meet lender requirements (e.g. 
the Equator Principles or International Finance 
Corporation Performance Standards). The report may 
also be made public, voluntarily or as part of 
a regulatory consultation process.

Few interviewees discussed the role of the regula
tor, save mentioning that regulatory requirements 
influence the terms of reference. After all, the principal 
role of regulators is reviewing SIA documents (Parsons  
2024). Until the SIA report is produced, the regulator 
has nothing to review. As a result, the SIA process is 
essentially invisible to the state until this final phase. In 
other words, the SIA process is another mining domain 
where the state mostly maintains an ‘absent presence’ 
(Bainton and Skrzypek 2021). This is a significant obser
vation. It implies that the vast majority of the SIA 
process – which is subject to a multitude of commer
cial forces – occurs largely as a private interaction 
between company and consultant, outside the pur
view of the regulator until the process is all but over.

The SIA may also be applied to purposes internal to 
the company. Findings can inform social management 
plans and monitoring and evaluation programs. In 
many cases, however, these plans and programs are 
treated as contractual deliverables separate from the 
SIA, increasing the potential for disconnect and redu
cing the likelihood that SIAs will support collaborative 
planning and management with other stakeholders.

Social performance capability, and earlier decisions 
in scoping, proposal and implementation phases, 
directly influence application. There is a strong rela
tionship between the SIA’s driver and its use. When 
SIAs are produced for compliance, site teams have 
fewer incentives to engage with findings and apply 
recommendations. When SIAs are driven by inquiry to 
understand specific issues, uptake tends to improve. 
When geared towards empowering local communities, 
application is thought to be greatest. In all cases, 
application depends on the level of corporate engage
ment and investment in SIA development and 
implementation.

Practitioners regularly observe a disconnect 
between corporate study teams and site-level teams, 
particularly at new projects when SIAs are undertaken 
before site teams are established. Operational plans 
may later be developed with little regard for the SIA. 
Even when site social performance teams use the SIA, 
other functional units may not be aware of it or its 
relevance. This is problematic because many issues, 
impacts and recommendations cut across functional 
domains. For example, managing project-induced in- 
migration also requires input from security, environ
ment, and human resources functions, among others.

Site-level capability and capacity directly influence 
application. If site teams are geared primarily towards 
community relations or external communications, they 

may lack the technical skills to interpret and apply SIA 
findings. Where social performance management is 
not data-driven but reactive and opinion-based, SIAs 
are unlikely to inform day-to-day decisions. Site teams 
are often under intense time pressure and caught in 
competing demands; many practitioners report they 
simply do not have time to digest a large report and 
translate findings into business decisions. Similar 
remarks were made by practitioners working in corpo
rate social performance teams, and in regulatory 
agencies.

As noted, the typical output is a lengthy report. 
When SIA findings are delivered solely as static, text- 
heavy documents, their practical value is diminished. 
Without interactive datasets, project teams cannot 
integrate social information into the digital platforms 
they use, such as geospatial tools or emergency- 
planning systems. The absence of mappable data on 
households, schools, clinics, shops and other commu
nity assets, for instance, makes it impossible for hydrol
ogy and engineering teams to model evacuation 
routes or assess exposure in the event of a tailings 
dam breach. Yet mining SIAs rarely scope interactive 
data formats. This likely reflects practitioner inexperi
ence, entrenched consulting practices, and pricing 
templates that prioritise reports over usable data. 
Whatever the cause, format shapes use: social informa
tion that cannot be integrated into operational sys
tems is far less likely to influence decisions. Producing 
a robust SIA report is therefore insufficient; equal 
attention must be paid to the receiving environment 
and to ensuring that SIA data can be operationalised.

6. Discussion: beyond parameter changes

The preceding analysis of the four phases of the SIA 
process reveals a pattern that is more than the sum of 
its parts. Across commissioning, proposal, implemen
tation, and application, we see consistent incentives 
that reward compliance, efficiency, and the appear
ance of rigour, rather than the production of socially 
meaningful knowledge. These findings point to 
a systemic problem that cannot be reduced to poor 
individual practice or isolated corporate behaviour. 
What emerges is a structural configuration in which 
commercial dependence, limited capability, and man
agerial logics interact to produce predictable forms of 
compromise.

To understand why this pattern persists, we must 
look beyond the procedural details of SIA to the 
broader political economy that sustains it. Here we 
draw together insights from four authors rarely put 
into conversation: Mariana Mazzucato and Rosie 
Collington’s critique of the consulting economy, 
Donella Meadows’ systems framework, and the anthro
pologist James Ferguson and his idea of an ‘anti- 
politics machine’ (Ferguson 1994; Meadows 1999; 
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Mazzucato and Collington 2023). Together they illumi
nate the nature of the structural conflict of interest at 
the heart of company-commissioned, consultant-led 
SIA. These perspectives help to explain not only how 
the SIA system reproduces itself, but also how it inter
nalises critique and converts it into commercial value.

By mapping out the phases of the SIA process, we 
can see how it functions as a system. This systems view 
reveals how decisions and incentives in one phase 
cascade through others, producing self-reinforcing 
feedback loops that normalise poor quality, low-value 
outcomes. One loop, for example, concerns poor- 
quality SIAs: those that are generically scoped, under- 
resourced, and disconnected from operational deci
sion-making. The weak evidentiary base of these 
assessments makes it harder for social performance 
practitioners to justify greater investment in future 
SIAs, which further entrenches low quality. A second 
loop concerns dependency: mining companies 
depend on consultants for legitimacy and technical 
expertise, while consultants depend on companies 
for contracts. Both sides therefore have incentives to 
preserve the status quo. This cycle reinforces a model 
that continually reproduces technically adequate but 
politically unthreatening outputs, which results in 
a form procedural legitimacy that stabilises extraction 
rather than challenges it.

A third feedback loop involves state regulators, who 
are nominally tasked with ensuring the independence 
and quality of SIA but often lack the technical capacity, 
resources, or political autonomy to do so. In many 
jurisdictions, regulatory agencies are underfunded, 
rely on industry-generated knowledge, or face political 
pressure to expedite project approvals. Regulators 
more often have expertise in environmental science, 
with limited social science research capability. As 
a result, some regulators simply accept company- 
commissioned SIAs at face value or fail to challenge 
their underlying assumptions. Regulators with 
resources may commission their own independent 
review of an SIA, but this only perpetuates the problem 
of consultant dependency. Further, our findings sug
gest that even well-resourced regulators are systemi
cally excluded from the crucial phases when the SIA is 
scoped, designed and carried out. Weak oversight 
further reinforces company and consultant depen
dency, since poor-quality or compromised SIAs routi
nely pass regulatory scrutiny. Over time, regulatory 
incapacity becomes both a cause and a symptom of 
system inertia: because regulators seldom reject sub
standard work, there is little incentive for companies or 
consultants to raise the bar. And because regulators 
depend on industry information to perform their 
duties, their own capacity to detect compromised 
assessments remains stunted – a feedback loop of 
epistemic dependency that mirrors the corporate one 
of dependency on consultants.

These interlocking loops, of low quality, profes
sional dependency, and weak regulation, form the 
operating logic of the dominant SIA model. They per
petuate a system that produces the appearance of due 
diligence while systematically constraining the genera
tion of knowledge in the public interest, or at least the 
interest of affected communities. This structural con
figuration aligns with Mazzucato and Collington’s ana
lysis of the global consulting industry (Mazzucato and 
Collington 2023). They show how consulting firms 
have become symptoms and agents of a hollowed- 
out political economy, one in which both public and 
private institutions have outsourced expertise and 
decision-making capacity. In this economy, consultants 
sell the appearance of independent authority while 
monetising uncertainty and dependency. Consulting, 
in their view, has become a confidence game. 
Essentially, it profits by diagnosing and managing the 
very crises it helps to perpetuate.

The parallels with company-commissioned, consul
tant-led SIA are striking. As we have seen, consultants 
derive legitimacy from claims to independence and 
technical objectivity, yet their business model relies 
on maintaining the confidence and contracts of 
mining companies. This creates what Mazzucato and 
Collington call an infantilisation of capability as com
panies come to rely on external experts rather than 
develop their own. The SIA system thus mirrors the 
dynamics of the broader consulting economy: the out
sourcing of epistemic labour, the commodification of 
critique, and the displacement of accountability.

We recognise that a good deal has already been 
written about how to improve SIA practice and social 
performance more broadly (see for example, Owen 
and Kemp 2017; Joyce et al. 2018; Vanclay and Hanna  
2019; Esteves and Moreira 2021; Vanclay and Esteves  
2024). We do not disagree with these suggestions. 
However, when viewed through a systems lens, the 
reforms most often proposed to improve SIA – practi
tioner certification, professional development path
ways, the use of robust ethics frameworks, better 
scoping, improved corporate capability, increased reg
ulatory resourcing, among others – resemble what 
Meadows called parameter adjustments (Meadows  
1999). They change inputs but not the rules. They are 
incremental interventions that make the system work 
better without changing what it is for. The structural 
rules – commercial commissioning, consultant depen
dency, and the primacy of extractive corporate goals – 
remain intact.

To move beyond parameter change requires asking 
a deeper question: what is the goal of SIA in mining? 
Formally, it is to identify and manage social impacts, 
inform project design, and meet regulatory require
ments. But in practice, these goals are nested within 
the broader paradigm of extractive capitalism, which 
assumes the desirability, necessity, and inevitability of 
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continuous extraction. As long as SIA is subordinated 
to this paradigm, its emancipatory potential will be 
limited.

This is where Ferguson’s concept of an anti-politics 
machine becomes instructive. By the late 20th Century, 
scholars were interrogating the political economy of 
the global aid and development sector. Ferguson 
showed how development interventions in Southern 
Africa transformed deeply political struggles into tech
nical problems to be managed by experts, thereby 
depoliticising structural inequalities. Development 
projects which failed on their own terms could be 
redefined as successes on which new projects could 
be modelled, reproducing the political economy of the 
sector. The same logic operates in company- 
commissioned SIA. The consultant-led model converts 
complex political conflicts – over land, sovereignty, 
livelihoods, human rights, and recognition – into tech
nical and procedural matters of risk, compliance, and 
management. By translating political questions into 
managerial language, SIA functions as a depoliticising 
apparatus. It transforms contestation into data, dissent 
into deliverables. Issues and impacts that are not cap
tured in these SIAs gain less traction and can be more 
easily ignored by companies and regulators. 
Paraphrasing Fergusson, SIAs can have the conceptual 
or ideological effect of depoliticising extractive 
impacts and their foundational inequalities (such as 
colonial dispossession) and their enabling conditions 
(such as corporate-friendly legislation and regulation) 
that helps extractive capitalism to flourish. Social 
impacts are thus reduced to technical, financial, man
agerial, and legal dimensions, suspending the real pol
itics from even the most politically sensitive mining 
operations.

At worst, this mode of practice operates as 
a technology of legitimation, rubber-stamping pro
jects and neutralising contestation rather than 
empowering affected communities. All too often 
SIA is expected to smooth the path for extractive 
projects and mutes the voices of those most mar
ginal. In this way, SIA becomes a kind of anti- 
politics technology for the extractive economy: it 
produces the appearance of rational governance 
while obscuring the underlying relations of power 
and dispossession that sustain mining.

Bringing these perspectives together clarifies the 
systemic contradiction at the heart of contemporary 
SIA in mining. Mazzucato and Collington show how 
consulting monetises dependency; Ferguson reveals 
how technocratic practice depoliticises struggle; and 
Meadows reminds us that tinkering within such 
a system will not alter its goals. Together, they help 
explain why SIA remains structurally incapable of 
achieving its aspirational purpose in the global mining 
industry. It is a system that not only absorbs critique 

but converts it into a new source of value. SIA has 
become a commercial product that commodifies the 
social consequences of extraction, and, increasingly, 
the demand for its own reform.

7. Conclusion

Viewing SIA as a system exposes both the leverage 
points for change and the deeper rules that sustain 
its dysfunction. We recognise that by this stage some 
readers will be looking for ‘best practice’ solutions. The 
reforms most readily available – such as building inter
nal corporate SIA capability, funding preliminary scop
ing studies to inform the SIA scope of works, 
establishing joint oversight bodies, strengthening 
ethics frameworks, co-designing scopes of work, or 
enhancing regulatory capability – are necessary but 
insufficient. These are incremental fixes that improve 
the workings of the existing model without altering its 
structural dependence on commercial contracting or 
its embeddedness within the extractive economy. 
They may help SIA function better on its own terms, 
but they do not change what SIA is being asked to do, 
or the system within which it is asked to perform.

Our analysis demonstrates that the problems are 
systemic and cannot be solved by any single actor. 
Even community-led SIA requires a regulatory home 
to have impact. Three broad directions therefore 
remain open. First, incremental ‘within-system’ 
improvements can and should be made, several of 
which we have identified. Second, a research 
agenda is needed to illuminate unresolved ques
tions, including the role of regulators within com
mercialised assessment systems, the institutional 
conditions required to support community-led SIA, 
and the implications of generative AI for impact 
assessment. On this last point, we recognise that 
AI offers opportunities to analyse increasingly com
plex extractive scenarios. However, commercial 
pressures risk accelerating uncritical reliance on AI- 
generated material, further weakening evidentiary 
standards in consultant-led SIA. Third, and most 
importantly, any meaningful transformation requires 
a paradigm shift: dismantling the commercial model 
that subordinates social analysis to extractive 
imperatives.

Our research shows that many practitioners are 
personally committed to ‘doing good’, yet they 
work within commercial logics that routinely com
promise this aim. We include ourselves within this 
group, as this paper was partly motivated by our 
own frustration from working within this paradigm. 
In the end, consultants and the firms they represent 
are not disinterested technocrats contributing to 
the public good, but actors within a wider system 
of resource governance that sustains an extractive 
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economy. Consultant-led SIA is not a neutral tool 
for social understanding. It is part of a wider poli
tical economy in which expertise is commodified, 
dependency is cultivated, and accountability is out
sourced. As we have shown, this model mirrors the 
consulting economy’s broader confidence trick: it 
appears to generate independent knowledge while 
profiting from the very problems it helps entrench. 
SIA also operates as an anti-politics technology, 
translating political claims into technical risks, con
verting contestation into procedural tasks, and 
reframing dispossession as a management problem. 
In doing so, SIA exemplifies capitalism’s capacity to 
monetise its own critique. Each call for better 
assessment generates new consultancy markets, 
reinforcing the dependencies it claims to resolve.

Our intention in offering this critique is not to aban
don SIA but to reclaim its purpose. To serve the public 
good, SIA must be re-envisioned not as a compliance 
tool but as a mode of shared governance over extrac
tive impacts; one that redistributes epistemic authority 
and decision-making power to affected communities. 
Achieving this requires confronting the deeper politi
cal economy of consulting and extraction, rather than 
simply repairing symptoms. Only then can SIA fulfil its 
emancipatory promise: to generate knowledge that 
protects people and places, rather than the business 
of mining.

Notes

1. In Australia this took the form of a Senate Inquiry in 
2023 after PwC, one of the ‘Big Four’ firms, was 
embroiled in a series of scandals involving the use 
of confidential government information for finan
cial gain. The other firms being EY, Deloitte and 
KPMG. Whereas Boston Consulting Group, 
McKinsey, and Bain & Company are often referred 
to as the ‘Big Three’ strategy companies. Around 
the globe we find comparable consulting scandals. 
For an overview of some of these scandals see 
Carton (2024).

2. As a management plan, the SIMP converts the 
findings of the SIA into a set of actions. The SIMP 
may be negotiated as part of the same contract as 
the SIA, or it may be the subject of a later contract. 
Regardless, the SIMP is almost always a separate 
contractual deliverable subsequent to the SIA, and 
as such is included in the receive and apply phase 
of this framework.

3. Research ethics was attained from the University of 
Queensland (2022/HE001150).
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