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With cities experiencing rapid population growth, planners are being pressured by continued 

urgency for government investment in urban and transport infrastructure that meets social needs. 

The geographical size and complexity of many cities, such as Sydney and Amsterdam (the cities 

studied in this PhD research), has meant that social goals and objectives are no longer set simply 

to suit the needs of the ‘city population’ as a single entity, but must also consider neighbourhood 

and regional scales. The resulting plans and projects for urban transport infrastructure, however, 

do not always align well with the evolving needs of the affected population at all spatial scales once 

they are finally delivered. Therefore, effective assessment and management of the social impacts of 

such projects are increasingly necessary to secure positive social outcomes from urban transport 

infrastructure megaprojects and to consider impacts on the design of cities. This calls for the 

application of alternative methods to assess and manage the social impacts of transport 

megaprojects in a fair, just and sustainable manner, and in ways that benefit society and can lead 

to the consideration of the social issues in planning in a more transparent manner. There is a 

particularly pressing need to ensure that the negative impacts on affected populations are identified 

and dealt with openly, justly and equitably. 

The practices of assessing and managing social impacts play an important role in the ongoing 

development of urban transport infrastructure megaprojects, and urban contexts more generally. 

Social Impact Assessment (SIA) is an internationally recognised process and tool that can help 

better address social impacts in transport planning and other forms of project development. It is 

used to predict, assess and manage the impacts of development interventions by identifying 

affected stakeholders, impacts and their potential significance, as well as possible mitigation and 

control measures to reduce the severity of negative effects, and actions to enhance the positive 

benefits of projects. In practice, SIA is regularly combined with EIA to produce an integrated 

Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA), although historically social issues have 

typically been only a secondary consideration. The methods applied in SIA, as established in 

international good practice guidelines, derive from the social sciences, and include effective 

stakeholder engagement practices to include the affected people in the assessment process prior to 

a decision. As a field of research and practice, SIA recognises that social change processes, impacts 

and their management play across different geographical scales, from local site-based impacts to 

suburb, city and regional scales, and across the project lifecycle and beyond. Follow-up is an 

essential step of the SIA process, especially in securing sustainable outcomes and managing 

uncertainty in the planning process. Unfortunately, the supportive planning and governance 

processes required across spatial and temporal scales for an effective implementation of SIA are not 

always present. Practitioners applying SIA frequently face practical, political, methodological, and 

technical challenges in attempting to implement good practice to achieve beneficial social 

outcomes across spatial scales. This becomes problematic, especially when urban transport 
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This thesis aims to: 

Increase the understanding of practices in the assessment and management of social impacts and 

associated decision-making processes in the management of urban transport infrastructure, towards 

achieving improved social outcomes and securing benefits to society. 

To achieve this aim and address the research problem, a main research question and four 

subordinate questions were proposed. The main research question is: 

How are the social impacts of major urban transport infrastructure projects affected by their urban 

geographical context and by impact assessment and management practice? 

While also considering how to improve professional practice in response to the constraints 

identified, the four subordinate questions that contribute to answering the main question are as 

follows: 

1. Subordinate Research Question 1: What are the strengths and weaknesses in assessment 

and management of social impacts that influence (or fail to influence) urban-transport 

infrastructure government decision-making in an urban geographical context? 

2. Subordinate Research Question 2: What learning can be drawn from the three 

international exemplars about the assessment and management of social impacts in 

government-led urban transport projects? 

3. Subordinate Research Question 3: How can the learnings drawn from the exemplars be 

applied to other urban contexts and transport projects to support better decision-making 

to the benefit of society? 

4. Subordinate Research Question 4: What are the impact evaluation and adaptive 

management practices currently applied to governance, project and process issues that 

can also be applied to the social impact follow-up of urban transport projects? 

A multi-methods qualitative case study approach was selected for this research. The methods 

included: literature review, analysis of project, planning and policy documents, field observations, 

semi-structured interviews, workshops, and focus groups. This approach was selected as it 

facilitated the detailed exploration of real cases of infrastructure development, especially to how 

and why the research problem occurs in practice.  

The pilot study case, the Parramatta Rail Link (PRL), was undertaken through Macquarie 

University, Sydney, Australia. The approach used was able to be expanded to enable comparison 

with other cases. The PRL was selected as a case because Macquarie University was intended to be 

one of the stations on the proposed train line. The project was also chosen because sufficient time 

 

infrastructure projects generate significant positive and negative social impacts that are 

inadequately conceptualised, assessed, and managed, which results in adverse and highly uneven 

social outcomes. Herein lies the problem that this research seeks to investigate. 

This PhD thesis explores the ways that the governance and management of major transport 

infrastructure projects in complex urban settings address the challenge of understanding their 

social impacts. It provides an evaluation of practices in assessing and managing social impacts and 

decision-making during the planning and delivery of urban transport infrastructure projects. This 

research specifically focuses on relationships in the urban environment between the assessment 

and management of social impacts, follow-up, and transport megaproject management. 

Three exemplar cases in two geographical contexts – the Parramatta Rail Link (PRL, Sydney, 

Australia), South West Rail Link (SWRL, Sydney) and the North-South Metro Line (Noord/Zuid 

Metrolijn, NZL, Amsterdam, The Netherlands) – are used to gain insights into the assessment and 

management of social impacts that are relevant to rapidly urbanising and densely populated 

contexts in advanced economies where there is a demand for new and/or upgraded infrastructure. 

This thesis concludes that there is a need for implementing good practice SIA, social impact 

management plans and follow-up programs to identify and address project impacts and improve 

social outcomes. However, to ensure its effective implementation planners must also consider the 

tension between governance priorities at multiple spatial scales, from the urban neighbourhood to 

the whole-of-city and beyond. 

  

RReesseeaarrcchh  DDeessiiggnn  

The research comprised three conceptual threads: (1) Social Impact Assessment (SIA); (2) impact 

management and follow-up; and (3) transport megaproject management. These were used to 

design the research and organise and analyse the research findings. Embedded in the field of urban 

geography, this thesis applies a geographical lens to understand the complex social and spatial 

relationships between professional practice, governance, and society in the urban environment 

across spatial scales.  

This thesis focuses on practices in SIA and spatial planning in the urban context using three case 

studies in Sydney and Amsterdam. It considers SIA as both tool and process, as advocated by SIA 

scholars. It builds on the findings of a pilot study, which identified constraints on SIA practice in 

the urban context of Sydney. Recognising that not all contexts have formalised approval processes 

using SIA, this thesis also looks at urban planning and decision-making processes more widely. The 

research identified and explored relationships in the urban geographical context that may influence 

how social impacts are assessed and managed during transport infrastructure development.  
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3. The long planning and delivery timeframes for the transport projects meant there were 

challenges for practitioners assessing impacts and subsequently governments to manage 

impacts over time.  

4. Public participation and the consideration of social issues must occur early in the planning 

process if it is to inform decision-making about alternatives and set priorities throughout 

the project lifecycle and beyond. 

Subordinate Research Question 3 

The learnings identified in response to Research Question 2 are transferrable to other urban 

transport projects as they are focused on constraints and limitations that arise in the urban context 

more generally. The four key learnings identified are not unique to the three case studies 

investigated nor are they unique to the urban contexts of Sydney and Amsterdam. In particular, the 

tension between national/regional-level and city-level, as well as local-scale project-level impacts 

is reported in the literature as a common challenge for cities with advanced economies that operate 

in multi-level governance modes.  

Subordinate Research Question 4 

This question was proposed with the expectation that improved SIA practices might provide a 

solution to the constraints to practice identified. ESIA practitioners attending the focus groups were 

asked what improvements could be made to overcome constraints to impact management practice. 

Relevant suggestions were made, including drawing from interdisciplinary methodologies to 

improve monitoring practices such as program evaluation, theory of change and social return on 

investment. However, while these suggestions could improve impact management practices, this 

research identified that systematic adjustments (and even structural change) to urban governance 

and planning and project management processes are required that will support the implementation 

of good practice SIA and theory as intended. Adaptivity and flexibility in planning processes also 

required further improvement in the specific urban contexts explored in this research as neither 

were consistently applied in the planning and management of social issues in all three cases. 

Main research question 

The case studies highlight constraints to the assessment and management of social impacts in 

urban contexts with ESIA (PRL and SWRL, Sydney) and without (NZL, Amsterdam). The findings 

show that the application of ESIA is constrained not only by methodological challenges to practice, 

such as poor scoping by practitioners and regulators, but also by political challenges that limited 

the projects to a technical focus and constrained planning timeframes, opportunities for 

community engagement and budgets for the PRL and SWRL. For the NZL, where ESIA was not 

implemented, this posed a significant constraint to the equal consideration and follow-up of social 

 

had passed from the assessment of the project to be able to evaluate whether the management 

strategies that were proposed had been effective.  

Two additional rail case studies were selected: the South West Rail Link (Sydney, Australia); and 

the North South Metro Line (Amsterdam, The Netherlands). The selection of these exemplars 

allowed for the further exploration of the findings from the pilot study in other urban contexts. The 

selection of three case studies, whilst providing a boundary in project scope, allowed comparison 

across geographical, political and project infrastructure development contexts. 

 

KKeeyy  ffiinnddiinnggss  

Subordinate Research Question 1  

Strengths were identified in the assessment and management of social impacts for informing 

decision-making that centred around the benefits of implementing SIA, as good practice and theory 

intended. Weaknesses were identified in the dominant methods for planning transport – technical 

modelled approaches – as: failing to adequately capture social impacts, failing to consider 

distributional effects, and failing to inform decision-making about social issues. A weakness 

frequently identified specific to SIA practice was the poor implementation of follow-up on impact 

management strategies post-approval. 

Subordinate Research Question 2  

While many specific learnings can be drawn from each case, four significant findings emerged that 

influenced the assessment and management of social impacts across all cases (PRL, SWRL and 

NZL):  

1. There is a tension between priorities at the national/regional-level and city-level, and local 

project-level interests. The tension between project management and urban governance 

and failures in managing that tension have direct implications on cost, timeliness, efficacy 

as well as amplify social impacts, and cause the loss of opportunities for positive social 

impacts and public benefit.  

2. Transport infrastructure planning and decision-making processes become easily politicised 

by power relations, public opinions, budgets, policy priorities and political interests. These 

considerations influence how and when social issues and the public interest may (or may 

not) be considered during planning and decision-making about transport infrastructure 

projects.  
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1. Social issues in infrastructure and megaproject decision-making  

This research reaffirmed the suggestion made by various authors that in planning and decision-

making for infrastructure development, technical assessments continually misunderstand and 

overlook social impacts particularly in an attempt to quantify and monetise impacts. Furthermore, 

these technical assessments are commonly used to inform decisions about major transport projects, 

meaning that social issues are often not valued equally with economic and environmental reporting 

in shaping decisions and development processes. 

2. Reconceptualising the social impacts in transport planning  

This research leads to a conclusion that a fundamental reconceptualisation of social impacts in 

urban transport planning is needed to shift from the traditional technical approaches to planning 

to better assess and manage social issues. It invites new approaches that will improve the outcomes 

of urban transport planning practice by connecting an improved understanding of social impacts 

and social change offered in SIA theory and practice to current issues in transport planning. 

Furthermore, there is a value proposition in the relatively successful implementation of SIA in the 

Australian mining sector, which highlights the benefits of applying SIA to achieve positive public 

participation outcomes, reducing social risks and assisting to secure a social licence to operate, 

good governance and corporate social responsibility. 

3. Urban governance and planning tensions in scale 

A major finding is that there is tension between strategic planning at the national/regional-level, 

city-wide-level and the project-level. This tension is played out both in planning priorities and in 

the geographical scales at which impacts are generated and experienced. As others have identified, 

this tension often arises in multi-level governance contexts and causes complexities in planning 

budgets, making decisions and distributing benefits and burdens of change across urban settings 

and communities.  

4. Limitations of SIA in an urban context  

This research contributes to the SIA literature by identifying the limitations to applying good 

practice within the urban context. Although it identifies that mandatory good practice guidance 

and regulation are necessary for SIA to be implemented successfully, it acknowledges that good 

urban governance, planning and project management processes are also necessary.  

 

 

 

issues alongside the technical and economic issues. Consequently, preference is given to objective 

technical modelling methods that allow impacts to be quantified, which are recognised by many 

scholars to be inadequate to assess social change and associated impacts relevant to urban society.  

Overall, the findings suggest that improved impact management practice would constructively 

influence the assessment and management of social impacts. This is because good practice SIA, as 

intended by guidance and theory, is not consistently implemented. When workshop/focus group 

research participants were asked how to overcome constraints to implementing good practice, their 

conclusion was that practitioners cannot be entirely responsible for improving the assessment and 

management of social impacts. The case study findings indicate a strong connection between urban 

governance, planning and project management processes, and whether a project will facilitate an 

improved social outcome. Systematic adjustments towards a more flexible and adaptive approach 

to urban governance and planning, and project management will help to achieve this. 

This research also concludes that these systematic adjustments are needed in addition to improved 

impact assessment and management practices, particularly to include social issues earlier in 

transport planning (as part of strategic assessments) and prioritise them equally with technical and 

economic issues. In multi-level governance contexts, these adjustments are needed to recognise 

and account for the tension between managing the local impacts experienced at the project-scale 

and the urban planning associated with achieving state-level policy objectives. More supportive 

arrangements in urban governance and planning, as well as project management include the 

implementation of SIA in contexts such as Amsterdam where it is presently underutilised for the 

assessment and management of social impacts. 

UUrrbbaann  ggoovveerrnnaannccee,,  pprroojjeecctt  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  aanndd  iimmppaacctt  aasssseessssmmeenntt  pprraaccttiicceess::  tthheeiirr  iinntteerraaccttiioonnss  iinn  ddiiffffeerreenntt  

ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  ccoonntteexxttss  

The significant contribution made in this thesis is its clear demonstration that not only must there 

be improvements to practice, but improvements are also needed in the supportive governance 

arrangements and planning processes – i.e. institutional frameworks - in order to deliver improved 

social outcomes and secure social benefits from major urban transport infrastructure 

developments. In attempting to identify ways to achieve improved social outcomes and benefits, 

this research has explored the spatial relationships between urban decision-making and planning 

processes in different geographical contexts (i.e. Sydney and Amsterdam). The key contributions 

of the research to multi-disciplinary literatures and recommendations for theory and practice can 

be summarised using six key themes: 
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5. Assessing impacts without impact assessment  

This research acknowledges that neither SIA nor ESIA can be a ‘silver bullet’ for achieving optimal 

societal outcomes from transport megaprojects because of the way it is currently structured in 

urban decision-making processes as a project-based assessment tool. The final product, the SIA 

report that is used by decision-makers to inform their decision, is not what will ensure that the 

mitigation, management and follow-up of social impacts will occur after a project is delivered. 

Other forms of regulation, such as licensing and permits are key to facilitating this. As such, while 

this thesis also advocates for formal, mandatory ESIA to inform decision-making, this is not the 

only way that impact assessment is framed. 

6. Adaptive responses to social impacts in dynamic urban environments  

This research recognised that a defining characteristic of the modern urban city is its dynamism. 

Failures to account for that dynamism in the urban governance, planning and project management 

processes present significant challenges for the identification and management of social impacts 

generated by projects, including transport megaprojects. Thus, applying theories of social change 

as adopted by good practice SIA are increasingly important in transport project management, 

particularly as these theories recognise social change is non-linear, unpredictable and slow.  

How to adapt and address social change over time does not only apply to assessments, but also to 

the way governments respond to long planning timeframes for project planning and to the 

management of impacts on metropolitan and city-wide scales. A system of adaptive multi-level 

governance may also support the planning and management of projects. There are those who make 

the decisions on how to manage projects (that is, project governance), but also those who govern 

the wider urban context (that is, urban governance), on how a project will affect cities. Professionals 

involved in both project and urban governance must also manage uncertainty and unpredictability 

to generate resilience for cities and projects to adapt to change. 

CCoonncclluussiioonn  

Cities and their transport networks are inseparable – as are the populations that they house and 

service. Engaging the public in decision-making and understanding the ways that transport 

planning affects the sociality of our cities is fundamental to planning and governing cities. Planning 

decisions can positively influence the lives of people by being productive, fair and just and result in 

plans that are adaptable and flexible to changes in the urban context. SIA has been shown to be 

valuable but underutilised in the task of delivering transport projects that enhance and sustain 

liveable cities. By using SIA to manage impacts throughout the project lifecycle, transport planning 

can achieve improved social outcomes for present and future generations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary (Dutch) 
  


	Summary (English)



