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A B S T R A C T   

In the 25 years since its inception, the concept of social licence to operate (SLO) has become widely used within 
both industry and academia. Despite this, there is no agreement as to what SLO is and what is required to achieve 
it. This conceptual ambiguity results in organisations struggling to understand how to achieve SLO and leaves 
many cynical about its use. Through literature review, this paper brings together existing conceptualisations of 
social licence to operate, presenting an explanatory model for how individuals form SLO judgements. We 
highlight four key stages in the formation of an SLO judgement: the assimilation of information by the individual; 
the formation of perceptions about the project; the application of cognitive processes to these perceptions; and 
the formation of legitimacy, trust, and overall SLO judgements. Next, we highlight the role of actions as the link 
between SLO judgements and operational outcomes. We note that where individuals’ negative SLO judgements 
are supressed, or they lack power over organisations, they will not have an impact on operations, causing an 
uncoupling of SLO judgements and operational outcomes. This uncoupling can also occur if operations are halted 
for non-SLO related reasons. This model represents a greater level of detail as to the process by which individuals 
form SLO judgements than previous conceptualisations, thus providing a clearer understanding of how the 
components of an SLO interact with each other.   

1. Introduction 

1.1. What is SLO? 

The popularisation of social licence to operate (SLO) as a term is 
generally attributed to ex-Placer Dome Director of International and 
Public Affairs, Jim Cooney (Cooney, 2017). In the face of globalisation, 
mining companies were operating in countries where they faced un-
certain reactions and anti-globalisation sentiment (Gjølberg, 2009; 
Miller, 2014). Further, whereas previously relationships between mines 
and local communities had largely been ‘out of sight of the rest of the 
world’ (Cooney, 2017, p. 198), the communications revolution provided 
greater opportunity for impacted communities to inflict financial and 
reputational damage, increasing their potential to have a negative 
impact on operations (Morrison, 2014). Cooney used the term to high-
light the increasing need for industries to go beyond regulatory 

requirements imposed by a country to manage and minimise 
socio-political risk (Cooney, 2017; Edwards et al., 2016). 

SLO is widely considered to represent the ongoing acceptance, 
approval and support from communities and/or stakeholders (Black, 
2013; Business for Social Responsibility, 2003; Cleland, 2013; Joyce and 
Thomson, 2000; Parsons et al., 2014; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011) 
however, the definition of ‘stakeholder’ and who should be included in it 
is still disputed (Boutilier, 2020). Other authors focus on the presence of, 
and requirement to meet, societal demands and expectations (Business 
for Social Responsibility, 2003; Gunningham et al., 2004; Howard--
Grenville et al., 2008; Thornton et al., 2003) and norms (Harvey, 2011), 
some of which may be tacit (Howard-Grenville et al., 2008), beyond any 
legal requirements (Business for Social Responsibility, 2003). Some 
focus on the procedural aspects, defining SLO as the ‘continuous 
engagement process … to build trust and obtain legitimacy, leading to 
dynamic levels of consent or rejection’ (Leeuwerik et al., 2021, p. 5). 
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Alternatively, Salim (2003) presents a rights-based definition of SLO as 
the right for Indigenous peoples and other impacted groups and in-
dividuals to participate in decision making and give free prior and 
informed consent (FPIC) throughout the project’s lifecycle. 

Given these potentially contradictory definitions and approaches 
(Cooney, 2017; Dowd and James, 2014; Hall, 2014), SLO remains a 
nebulous concept which continues to incite debate on what exactly it is 
and how it can be measured (Jijelava and Vanclay, 2018; Moffat et al., 
2016). The use of the term ‘licence’ is much disputed as it implies a 
binary state, where organisations have an SLO handed to them by a 
single ‘community’ without which they cannot continue operations 
(Dare et al., 2014; Parsons and Moffat, 2014). Instead of this, it is widely 
agreed that SLO is intangible, unwritten and tacit (Bice et al., 2017; 
Franks and Cohen, 2012; Parsons and Moffat, 2014). Almost all projects 
have a multiplicity of stakeholders, all of whom are subject to different 
norms and expectations that must be adhered to in order to garner 
acceptance (Dare et al., 2014), doing away with the concept of a single 
licence. Further, feelings about a project can vary in strength, meaning 
there are different levels to which stakeholders can accept an organi-
sation and/or project ranging from complete absence of SLO to full trust 
and psychological identification (Boutilier and Thomson, 2011; Thom-
son and Boutilier, 2011). 

SLO has been contextualised as one of three ‘licences’ required for an 
organisation to operate: the SLO, the legal licence to operate (LLO), and 
the political licence to operate (PLO) (e.g. Bice et al., 2017; Morrison, 
2014). Unless they wish to be criminalised, organisations must follow all 
regulations and laws related to their activities, thus fulfilling their LLO 
(Boutilier, 2020; Brueckner et al., 2014; Leeuwerik et al., 2021; Morri-
son, 2014). The PLO represents the need for governmental and political 
approval for organisations to undertake activities (Brueckner et al., 
2014; Morrison, 2014) ‘based on its contribution to the state’s devel-
opment agenda’ (Brueckner et al., 2014, p. 315). The PLO and LLO are 
outside the scope of this paper, however it is recognised that they are 
critical for an organisation to operate in any specific context and 
represent important contextual background for the SLO. 

This paper will use Thomson and Boutilier’s (2011) early and 
influential definition of SLO: ‘the level of approval that an industry, 
organisation, or project realises from its stakeholders’ as it remains 
general enough to encompass many of these diverse understandings of 
SLO. 

1.2. Why does SLO matter? 

Many organisations create negative environmental and social ex-
ternalities (e.g. Parsons et al., 2014; Shaw, 1992) and are therefore seen 
as acting out of place (Gjølberg, 2009; Miller, 2014). Failing to address 
issues that matter to stakeholders can lead to protest (Jijelava and 
Vanclay, 2017), which can incur substantial costs and cause reputational 
damage (Franks et al., 2014). Protest can take many forms, and has a 
wide range of potential impacts (Hanna et al., 2016). These impacts can 
occur to both the organisation and the project itself (Franks et al., 2014; 
Vanclay et al., 2015), and may spill over to other organisations in the 
industry, for example through making more stringent regulations 
politically expedient (Jijelava and Vanclay, 2017). Stakeholders have a 
genuine power to impact, and in some cases entirely halt, operations 
(Edwards and Lacey, 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay, 2018; Miller, 2014; 
Syn, 2014) representing the sociological reality underpinning the need 
for SLO (Miller, 2014). 

To manage and mitigate the risk associated with poor stakeholder 
relations, organisations, particularly those in the extractive industries, 
have begun adopting SLO as a business imperative (Cooney, 2017; 
Miller, 2014). This represents a heightened awareness of maintaining 
good community relations to manage socio-political risk associated with 
stakeholder opposition, thereby reducing the impact on operations 
(Hall, 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay, 2014; Miller, 2014). In some cases, to 
claim positive SLO, organisations conceptualise SLO at a level easier to 

control by restricting issues to a local level, minimising regulatory im-
positions, marginalising dissent and managing their reputation (Parsons 
et al., 2014). This approach is often accompanied by a lack of 
acknowledgement of stakeholders’ ability to withdraw SLO (Dowd and 
James, 2014; Parsons and Moffat, 2014) and ultimately acts to reduce 
the influence of communities on operations (Parsons and Moffat, 2014). 

Treating SLO solely as a business practice or sociological reality does 
not reflect the actual needs and demands of the impacted stakeholders, 
with little clarity as to whether SLO requires any more than avoiding 
inciting sufficient opposition to halt operations (Miller, 2014; Syn, 
2014). Thus, in these cases SLO depends less on stakeholder opinions 
and more on the willingness and capacity of stakeholders to act in a way 
that halts operations (Syn, 2014). Stakeholders often lack the power 
required to halt operations, meaning that even if they reject a project, 
there may be negligible impacts on the project or company (Syn, 2014; 
Wilson, 2016). Under this approach, communities that are poor, mar-
ginalised, weak, divided or disempowered in some other way are left 
unable to withdraw SLO and at risk of suffering from industrial bad 
practices (Miller, 2014; Wilson, 2016). 

To address this, many authors have highlighted the importance of 
concepts such as free, prior and informed consent in SLO (Bice et al., 
2017; de Jong and Humphreys, 2016; Koivurova et al., 2015; Morrison, 
2014; Taylor and Mahlangu, 2017), acknowledging ‘the right of com-
munities to grant and/or withdraw their permission for businesses or 
other organisations to locate and undertake activities within their 
jurisdiction’ (Miller, 2014, p. 388). This approach sees SLO as an 
evolving form of governance (Miller, 2014), promoting communities’ 
human right to self-determination (Vanclay, 2017) and addressing calls 
to move away from industry definitions of SLO designed to allow 
continued operation (Syn, 2014). It also promotes the consideration of 
social risk, the potential negative impacts and perceived threats faced by 
the community itself when dealing with SLO (Bice et al., 2017), as 
opposed to focussing on the risks to the organisation. 

Thus, the importance of SLO is in the explicit recognition and 
consideration of the financial, reputational and community risks asso-
ciated with failing to meet stakeholder needs and expectations. 

1.3. How is SLO achieved? 

Understanding how SLO is gained is essential for the management of 
risk, and planning of associated monitoring within organisations genu-
inely looking to acquire and maintain an SLO (e.g. Boutilier and 
Thomson, 2011) while avoiding claims of green-washing (Hamann and 
Kapelus, 2004; Vanclay, 2017). Further, understanding how SLO is 
gained reduces the ability of organisations to legitimise controversial 
actions through claiming SLO without justification (Bice, 2014; Gehman 
et al., 2017; Owen and Kemp, 2013; Parsons and Moffat, 2014). 
Therefore, there is a pressing need to understand how to gain an SLO. 

Many conceptual questions remain, hindering our understanding of 
how SLO is gained. One set of questions queries which stakeholders need 
to accept a project for it to legitimately claim to have SLO (Boutilier, 
2014; Brueckner and Eabrasu, 2018). Along these lines, Wüstenhagen 
et al. (2007) developed a triangle model detailing the three types of 
acceptance: Sociopolitical (acceptance of ideas and technologies by 
stakeholders); Community (acceptance by local stakeholders); and 
Market (acceptance and perpetuation by the market). However, sepa-
ration of SLO by stakeholder group leads to questions over how to 
weight differing stakeholder opinions in the case of conflict (Boutilier, 
2014, 2020). Further, the extent of consensus required within and be-
tween stakeholders is still uncertain (Boutilier, 2014; Jijelava and 
Vanclay, 2014; Wilburn and Wilburn, 2011). 

Given this lack of consensus on who constitutes a stakeholder, for the 
purpose of our research we will propose a new definition for stakeholder 
within SLO: “a person, group, or organisation with a stake (interest) in 
the subject activity, whose interest is not solely political or legal in na-
ture”. This draws on the generic definition presented by McGrath and 
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Whitty (2017) adapted to include only those who can make a judgement 
on the acceptability of a project or organisation (i.e. a person, group, or 
organisation) and exclude those whose interest is solely political or legal 
in nature to accommodate for the separation between SLO, political 
licence to operate, and legal licence to operate (Bice et al., 2017; Mor-
rison, 2014). This paper will focus on the individual level as 
decision-making and change is influenced heavily by the actions of in-
dividual change agents (Munduate and Bennebroek Gravenhorst, 2003). 
We recognise this does not address the dynamics between individuals 
and power disparities that occur to form organisational or group 
judgements, however we argue it is a necessary first step in under-
standing the process of SLO formation. 

There are also questions around elements required to achieve SLO. 
There are multiple overlapping and, in cases, conflicting con-
ceptualisations of SLO (e.g. Bice et al., 2017; Boutilier and Thomson, 
2011; Leeuwerik et al., 2021; Moffat and Zhang, 2014; Parsons and 
Moffat, 2014; Prno and Slocombe, 2014; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). 
Methods of measuring SLO have been developed (e.g. Boutilier and 
Thomson, 2011; Moffat and Zhang, 2014; Richert et al., 2015), however 
each relates to a particular conceptualisation, meaning they may be 
missing important elements and understanding. Explanatory models of 
SLO have been produced, such as the Narratives and Networks model in 
Boutilier (2020), which depicts the formation of an SLO as a process of 
‘socio-political churn’. These questions underpin the primary aim of this 
paper set out in the next subsection. 

1.4. Objectives and structure 

This paper aims to identify and draw together existing con-
ceptualisations of SLO into an over-arching meta-conceptualisation. 
This will help to draw together disparate conceptualisations into a ho-
listic and internally consistent framework. To do this, we will first 
extract the main components of SLO from the existing literature. We will 
then use existing conceptualisations of legitimacy and trust formation to 
develop a model of the process of arriving at an SLO judgement for an 
individual stakeholder, and the impacts of this on SLO outcomes. This 
model will form the basis of future empirical investigations around how 
SLO is gained. 

2. Our approach 

To address this aim the following two questions are asked. 

1. What are the key components in a comprehensive descriptive con-
ceptual framework for an individual’s social licence to operate 
judgement formation?  

2. How do these components fit together? 

Answering these questions will allow the creation of a con-
ceptualisation structured around the components and sub-components 
involved in determining SLO. To do this, the existing literature, drawn 
primarily from peer-reviewed journals with some use of books and re-
ports, is reviewed. As the literature is large and rapidly expanding 
(Santiago et al., 2021) this review does not represent an exhaustive 
coverage of the literature, rather it focuses on literature presenting novel 
conceptualisations of SLO. 

Following Jabareen (2009), the first step in creating a conceptual 
framework is to find the relevant literature. To do this, Scopus was 
searched on March 25, 2022 using the terms: 

TITLE((“social licence" OR "social license")) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY 
((conceptuali* OR framework OR model) AND (present* OR pro-
pose* OR introduc* OR novel OR new OR overarching OR 
combine*)) 

This search returned 55 results covering a period from 2007 to 2022 
(with all results shown in supplementary data Table S1). Four papers 

were removed in the first pass (one duplicate, two papers where full text 
was inaccessible, and one non-English language paper) leaving 51 re-
sults. The abstracts and titles were then manually filtered to assess 
whether they presented a novel conceptualisation of SLO, determined by 
whether they contained components or relationships absent in previous 
conceptualisations, leaving 30 sources. Five key conceptualisations 
referenced within the results that had not been returned in the Scopus 
search and two papers suggested by reviewers were also added (sup-
plementary data Table S2), although we recognise that this search 
strategy may have excluded relevant papers. 

Next, each paper was read, and all components included in the pa-
pers’ conceptualisation of SLO were identified and categorised (sup-
plementary data Table S3). These components were then deconstructed 
into their basic ideas, categorised by type and, where appropriate, 
combined to reduce the total number of components and simplified into 
a holistic and internally consistent framework. These were then com-
bined with existing conceptualisations of legitimacy and trust, as these 
components dominated the existing conceptualisations identified, to 
produce an explanatory model of SLO. Finally, methods of improving 
SLO present within these papers were collected and categorised. 

3. Results and discussion 

Fig. 1 sets out the culmination of the method and models the process 
leading to individual SLO judgement formation and its influence on 
organisational outcomes. The following text will explain how the pro-
cess of establishing an SLO develops, albeit the many interrelationships 
mean the process is unlikely to be linear. The relationships between 
components within the meta-conceptualisation have each been given a 
letter, used in the text below to explain the nature of each relationship. 

3.1. Sources of information 

As SLO is determined by stakeholders, it is built from individual 
perceptions based on the information available to them (Tarnopolskaya 
and Littleboy, 2015) as opposed to some objective ‘truth’. The infor-
mation used to build these perceptions can come from different sources. 
Information may come via first-hand experience, through direct impacts 
or being involved in the organisation’s engagement (Dare et al., 2014). It 
may come from observable properties of a project and/or organisation 
(Bitektine and Haack, 2015). Alternatively, information may come from 
second-hand sources such as other stakeholders, who may have direct 
experience of the project impacts or engagement (Dare et al., 2014) or 
may be ‘gossiping’ about things they have heard (Sommerfeld et al., 
2007), or independent technical reports (Billing et al., 2021; Luke, 2017; 
Saenz, 2019). 

Other sources, such as the media, government and the judicial sys-
tem, act as ‘judgment validation institutions’, which represent ‘critical 
sources of validity that fundamentally influence other evaluators’ 
judgments’ (Bitektine and Haack, 2015, p. 51). This means, information 
about compliance with regulations and legal decisions (Bitektine and 
Haack, 2015; Cashmore and Wejs, 2014; Gunningham et al., 2004; 
Jijelava and Vanclay, 2017; Zimmerman and Zeitz, 2002) and portrayal 
in the media (McCrea et al., 2020) represent vital aspects of how 
stakeholders determine an organisation’s SLO. Information may be 
incorrect or misleading, with sources such as the media selecting and 
framing viewpoints and facts (Dare et al., 2014), thus biasing the in-
formation and echoing particular viewpoints (Bice et al., 2017). 

3.2. Perceptions 

The information received by an individual stakeholder will be used 
to form two main perceptions: of the properties and behaviours of the 
organisation/project (link A) and of others’ judgements on the organi-
sation (link B). A stakeholder’s perception of others’ judgements will 
include their perception of what the majority opinion, or collective 
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judgement, defined as ‘the extent to which there appears to be a general 
consensus within a collectivity that the entity is appropriate for its social 
context’ (Tost, 2011, p. 689). The individual stakeholders’ perception of 
the properties and behaviours of the organisation/project will include 
factors such as its potential impacts (e.g. Hall, 2014), which will depend 
on the regional and social context (Prno and Slocombe, 2014; Tarno-
polskaya and Littleboy, 2015), as well as attributes of the stakeholder 
themselves (Measham and Zhang, 2019). 

The way in which stakeholders form perceptions from available in-
formation will differ depending on their existing views and filters 
(Billing et al., 2021). Stakeholders select the information they use to 
form perceptions and thus come to different conclusions from the same 
information (Billing et al., 2021). Four main attributes influence a piece 
of information’s credibility: source (Billing et al., 2021; Bozoyan and 
Vogt, 2016; Saenz, 2019), reliability (Bozoyan and Vogt, 2016), valence 

(i.e. whether it is positive or negative) (Bozoyan and Vogt, 2016; 
Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2004; Tarnopolskaya and Littleboy, 2015), and 
fit (i.e. how well it fits in with a stakeholder’s existing worldview) 
(Billing et al., 2021; Luke, 2017). 

Stakeholders are more likely to believe information from a source 
close to them, or that they believe to be unbiased (Bozoyan and Vogt, 
2016), for example, independent technical reports (Billing et al., 2021; 
Luke, 2017). Personal experience is perceived to be more reliable than 
‘gossip’ or the repetition of other’s views (Bozoyan and Vogt, 2016; 
Sommerfeld et al., 2007). Negative information is more salient than 
positive (Bozoyan and Vogt, 2016; Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2004; Tar-
nopolskaya and Littleboy, 2015), with negative information able to have 
an impact on an individual’s behaviour even when from an ‘untrust-
worthy’ source (Bozoyan and Vogt, 2016). Finally, the way stakeholders 
perceive information will also be based on its fit with their existing 

Fig. 1. Model of the process determining SLO outcomes from an individual gaining information about operations to their actions impacting the overall SLO outcome. 
Legitimacy and trust are highlighted as the two fundamental components of previous SLO conceptualisations. 
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views and values (Billing et al., 2021; Luke, 2017). 

3.3. Cognitive processing 

Cognitive processing is an active process whereby perceptions are 
used to form judgements and beliefs (Bitektine, 2011; Bitektine and 
Haack, 2015). Cognitive processing requires mental effort (Bitektine and 
Haack, 2015), which humans aim to minimise while still processing the 
maximum amount of information (Rosch, 1978). Different methods of 
cognitive processing take different amounts of effort, with passive 
assimilation taking the least, then categorisation, then evaluation 
(Bitektine, 2011; Bitektine and Haack, 2015). As such, the methods used 
will depend on factors such as the stakeholder’s motivation and interest, 
previous knowledge and available time (Bitektine, 2011; Bitektine and 
Haack, 2015). 

3.3.1. Passive assimilation of collective judgement 
Passive assimilation is when stakeholders simply conform to the 

judgement they perceive as most widely accepted (link F) (Bitektine and 
Haack, 2015; Tost, 2011) and represents the baseline mode of mental 
operations (Kahneman, 2011). As such, it will be the primary means by 
which individual stakeholders form judgements under conditions of 
organisational stability (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). 

3.3.2. Categorisation 
Categorisation is a rapid cognitive process in which information 

about an organisation is generalised based on grouping it with other, 
better-known, entities (Bitektine, 2011; Bitektine and Haack, 2015; 
Mcknight, 1998). Judgements can then be made about an organisation’s 
characteristics with very little information (Mcknight, 1998). The 
grouping will be made based on perceptions of the organisation’s 
properties or behaviours (link C). McKnight (1998) describe three forms 
of categorisation: unit grouping, stereotyping, and reputation 
categorisation. 

3.3.2.1. Unit grouping. Unit grouping occurs when an individual puts 
the entity being trusted in the same group as themself (Mcknight, 1998) 
based on features such as shared membership of an organisation (Hur-
ley, 2006; Mcknight, 1998), common values, and traits like personality 
or gender (Hurley, 2006; Measham and Zhang, 2019). This creates an 
assumption of shared goals and values (Hurley, 2006; Mcknight, 1998). 
This process is seen in SLO through the importance of shared experience 
(Thomson and Joyce, 2008), physical proximity/shared background 
(Billing et al., 2021), and group membership (Saenz, 2019) in deter-
mining relationships between stakeholders and organisations. 

3.3.2.2. Stereotyping. Stereotyping is the placing of another entity into a 
general category, from which generalisations about their likely attri-
butes are made (Mcknight, 1998). This occurs within the SLO context 
through generalisations about an organisation based on their industry 
(Dare et al., 2014) or proxy factors such as the organisation’s size 
(Baumber et al., 2019; Billing et al., 2021). This means an SLO can be 
impacted by the positive or negative legacy of past interactions between 
stakeholders and other organisations, even when they have no connec-
tion to the organisation or project in question (Prno and Slocombe, 
2014). 

3.3.2.3. Reputation. Reputation is the assignment of attributes to 
another entity based on information from external sources (Mcknight, 
1998) about previous behaviour (Mayer and Davis, 1995). Within SLO, 
the impact of reputation can be seen in reduced trust for organisations 
that had gained a negative reputation from previous operations (Baines 
and Edwards, 2018) and an increased level of trust for brands that had 
been present in the area for longer (Baumber et al., 2019; Koivurova 
et al., 2015). Reputation is seen as a key determinant of SLO as it 

precedes an organisation’s move to an area, thus having the ability to 
facilitate or block operations (Parsons et al., 2014). 

3.3.3. Evaluation 
Evaluation is the process of actively forming opinions based on 

perceptions of the organisation and project’s properties and behaviours 
(link D) (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). The collective validity judgement 
also impacts evaluation through contributing to decisions as to the 
appropriate norms to evaluate the organisation against (link E) (Bitek-
tine and Haack, 2015). This process is influenced by the context within 
which the decision is being made, with attributes of both stakeholders 
and their external context having an impact. 

3.4. Judgements and beliefs 

Through cognitive processing, stakeholders form judgements and 
beliefs from their perceptions (Bitektine and Haack, 2015; Cassam, 
2010). Particularly important to SLO are beliefs about the organisation’s 
trustworthiness (links G and H) and judgements of its legitimacy (links I 
through K) (Boutilier and Thomson, 2011; de Jong and Humphreys, 
2016; Leeuwerik et al., 2021; Luke, 2017). Many factors impact an in-
dividual’s judgements and beliefs, for example Gifford and Nilsson 
(2014) highlight 18 personal and social factors that influence 
pro-environmental concern, including: values; political and world 
views; place attachment; age; gender; religion; urban–rural differences; 
norms; social class; impact on self; and cultural and ethnic variations. 

3.4.1. Legitimacy 
Legitimacy was the first element of SLO to be conceptualised (Geh-

man et al., 2017; Joyce and Thomson, 2000) and is present in the ma-
jority of SLO conceptualisations. Suchman (1995) poses one of the most 
widely accepted definitions of legitimacy (Bitektine and Haack, 2015; 
Gehman et al., 2017), defining it as: 

‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system 
of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). 

Legitimacy represents whether stakeholders deem an organisation’s 
plans, actions, and consequences acceptable. There are multiple con-
ceptualisations of legitimacy (Deephouse and Suchman, 2008), here we 
will use one based on Suchman (1995) splitting legitimacy into three 
categories: cognitive, based on whether the actions and presence of an 
organisation make sense relative to the stakeholder’s worldview; prag-
matic, based on whether the organisation’s activities will benefit the 
stakeholder; and moral, based on whether the organisation’s actions 
meet a set of moral norms. 

3.4.1.1. Cognitive legitimacy. Cognitive legitimacy is present when 
stakeholders see an organisation or project as necessary or inevitable 
(Suchman, 1995) it is impacted by categorisation (link I) and assimila-
tion of the collective judgement (link K) (Bitektine, 2011). Where an 
organisation has attained cognitive legitimacy, it is more able to avoid 
scrutiny and distrust (Leeuwerik et al., 2021). Suchman (1995) splits 
cognitive legitimacy into two variants: taken-for-grantedness and 
comprehensibility. Taken-for-grantedness relies on organisations having 
become such an integral part of the fabric of society that their continued 
presence, and often expansion, goes unquestioned (Cashmore and Wejs, 
2014; Saenz, 2019; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). Comprehensibility is 
determined by the extent to which a project or organisation fits into 
stakeholders’ existing worldviews, belief systems and daily life (Such-
man, 1995). Where cultural models exist to explain an organisation and 
its actions, its activity will be more predictable, meaningful, and inviting 
for stakeholders (ibid). Where organisations are trying to gain compre-
hensibility, they must provide logical and easily understandable expla-
nations of how their actions make sense and fit within society 
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(Leeuwerik et al., 2021; Saenz, 2019; Suchman, 1995). 

3.4.1.2. Pragmatic legitimacy. Pragmatic legitimacy is self-interested 
(de Jong and Humphreys, 2016; Saenz, 2019; Suchman, 1995), based 
on expected material benefits (Baines and Edwards, 2018; Suchman, 
1995) and meeting the interests of the impacted party (de Jong and 
Humphreys, 2016). It is promoted by transactional relationships where 
approval is gained through monetary compensation (Baines and 
Edwards, 2018; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Where stakeholders rely 
on organisations to meet their needs, they are less likely to expect other 
benefits and more likely to accept negative consequences of projects 
(Gunningham et al., 2004; Harvey and Bice, 2014; Moffat et al., 2016). 

3.4.1.3. Moral legitimacy. Moral legitimacy is judgement of whether an 
organisation is doing ‘the right thing’ (de Jong and Humphreys, 2016) 
based on an assessment of the activities compared to moral values and 
norms (link J) (Leeuwerik et al., 2021). It is socio-tropic, referring to the 
benefit to society as a whole rather than any particular individual 
(Bitektine, 2011; de Jong and Humphreys, 2016; Suchman, 1995). The 
norms used to determine moral legitimacy will vary between cultures 
and situations (link E) (Bitektine and Haack, 2015; Boutilier and 
Thomson, 2011) as well as personal factors. Taking gender as an 
example from the list of factors affecting judgements in section 3.4, 
women have been found to: be more altruistic (Dietz et al., 2002 per 
Measham and Zhang, 2019); rank environmental concerns more highly 
(Gifford and Nilsson, 2014 per Measham and Zhang, 2019); have greater 
moral conviction against mining (Measham and Zhang, 2019). Moral 
legitimacy can broadly be split into consequential legitimacy, which 
relates to whether the impacts are seen as acceptable and good, and 
procedural legitimacy, which is whether the organisation/project is seen 
as following socially acceptable methods (Suchman, 1995). 

3.4.1.3.1. Consequential. Consequential legitimacy is determined by 
whether impacts are acceptable or good, representing a teleological 
view of legitimacy (Reeder, 2022). Within SLO, issues of moral conse-
quential legitimacy focus on two dimensions of consequences. The first 
is the impacts themselves, whether this be provision of economic ben-
efits (MacPhail et al., 2022), noise pollution (Hall, 2014), impacts on 
social infrastructure (Moffat et al., 2016), or the destruction of a sacred 
site (Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). The second focuses on whether the 
distribution of impacts is fair and just (Baumber et al., 2019, 2021; Dare 
et al., 2014; França Pimenta et al., 2021; Lesser et al., 2021; MacPhail 
et al., 2022; Moffat et al., 2016; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011) with 
authors variably focussing on equity (e.g. Baumber et al., 2021; Lesser 
et al., 2021) or equality (e.g. Thomson and Boutilier, 2011) as desired 
outcomes. Where distributional fairness has not been considered, mar-
ginalised communities often experience the costs of a project while 
benefits go to relative elites (MacPhail et al., 2022). 

3.4.1.3.2. Procedural. In some cases, results may be difficult or 
impossible to measure directly, for example due to being in the future, 
ambiguous or high stochasticity (Suchman, 1995). Where this occurs, 
the legitimacy of actions can be assessed against how well they follow 
socially accepted techniques and procedures, which confer procedural 
legitimacy, implying the organisation is making an effort in good faith to 
achieve difficult to measure ends (Suchman, 1995). This focus on the 
means as opposed to the ends follows deontological ethics (Roby, 2018). 
As a concept, procedural legitimacy is included in many con-
ceptualisations of SLO under the names procedural fairness (e.g. 
Baumber et al., 2021, 2019; de Jong and Humphreys, 2016, 2016; 
França Pimenta et al., 2021; Luke, 2017; Moffat and Zhang, 2014; Saenz, 
2019) and procedural justice (Heffron et al., 2021; Luke, 2017). 
Perceived procedural fairness has been found to be of greater impor-
tance to stakeholders than the impacts a project has on social infra-
structure (Moffat and Zhang, 2014), potentially mediated by its impact 
on trust (link M) (ibid). 

Stakeholder inclusion in the decision-making process is a key aspect 

of procedural legitimacy (Leeuwerik et al., 2021). This is difficult as 
there is still much discussion about which stakeholders should be 
included (Boutilier, 2020) and, even within legitimate stakeholders, 
there may be competing demands (Koivurova et al., 2015) which must 
somehow be weighted (Moffat et al., 2016). One key issue here is 
recognition justice, which ‘requires that the values, worldviews, and 
lifeways of all peoples be acknowledged and respected’ (MacPhail et al., 
2022, p. 5), particularly important when working with Indigenous 
peoples, who have a recognised right to self-determination (de Jong and 
Humphreys, 2016; Heffron et al., 2021). 

How the decision is made is also important, sometimes called 
‘throughput legitimacy’ (Risse and Kleine, 2007). Stakeholders must be 
able to meaningfully participate in the decision-making process (Hall, 
2014; Heffron et al., 2021; Koivurova et al., 2015; MacPhail et al., 
2022). Requiring that stakeholders have access and opportunity 
(Baumber et al., 2021; Heffron et al., 2021; MacPhail et al., 2022) as well 
as the time (Billing et al., 2021) and confidence to express their views 
(MacPhail et al., 2022). Alongside this, there must be institutional ca-
pacity to listen (MacPhail et al., 2022) and a lack of bias from decision 
makers (MacPhail et al., 2022) including not having a pre-determined 
outcome (Hall, 2014; Moffat et al., 2016). 

Stakeholders may also assess the other information used in decision- 
making, often requiring information from independent technical reports 
to be available and utilised before accepting a project (Billing et al., 
2021; Luke, 2017; Saenz, 2019). Further, decision making requires 
transparency (Baumber et al., 2021; Leeuwerik et al., 2021; MacPhail 
et al., 2022; Prno, 2013). This requires access to and provision of in-
formation (Billing et al., 2021; Heffron et al., 2021; MacPhail et al., 
2022; Prno, 2013), particularly for those impacted (MacPhail et al., 
2022) including clarity about potential risks (Leeuwerik et al., 2021). 
This allows organisations and stakeholders to build a common future 
vision (Leeuwerik et al., 2021). 

3.4.2. Trust 
Trust is defined as a willingness and intention to accept vulnerability 

to risk or loss through the actions of another, based on positive expec-
tations of their intentions and behaviour (Kim et al., 2004; Thomson and 
Joyce, 2008). In this way, trust ‘refers to the future, builds on the past 
and is continually reproduced in the present’ (Bachmann and Zaheer, 
2013, p. 275). Violating the expectations trust is built upon, for example 
taking advantage of a vulnerable stakeholder (de Jong and Humphreys, 
2016) can lead to ‘negative relational consequences’ (Moffat and Zhang, 
2014, p. 62). Trust consists of a stakeholder judgement of their vulner-
ability and their trusting beliefs, that is their beliefs of whether the 
organisation has attributes that mean they will carry through on their 
promises (Mayer and Davis, 1995; Mcknight, 1998). Trust impacts 
stakeholders’ perceptions of fairness (Bianchi and Brockner, 2012), 
contact quality and the acceptability of decisions (Moffat and Zhang, 
2014), all aspects of legitimacy (link L). Thus, having a high level of trust 
is likely to substantially increase an organisation’s ability to gain an 
SLO. 

3.4.2.1. Vulnerability. A stakeholder’s decision to trust will be based on 
how vulnerable they judge themselves to be, in situations of greater 
vulnerability they will require a greater level of trusting beliefs in order 
to trust the organisation (Hurley, 2006; Mayer and Davis, 1995). 
Vulnerability will be based on a combination of the extent of the 
perceived impacts (link L), the amount of risk a stakeholder is willing to 
be subjected to (Hurley, 2006), and the stakeholder’s power (Hurley, 
2006). Power may come from stakeholder attributes, such as wealth 
(Boutilier, 2020), or local enabling factors and legislation (Gunningham 
et al., 2004; Wilson, 2016). An individual’s confidence in the gover-
nance structures surrounding the project will increase their perceived 
power (Moffat et al., 2016; Prno, 2013; Zhang and Moffat, 2015). This is 
based on the regional political context, such as institutional capacity, 

A. Stuart et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Resources Policy 85 (2023) 103962

7

and the stakeholder’s perception of the government’s ability and moti-
vations (Lesser et al., 2021). Where stakeholders believe the government 
to have poor capacity (Zhang and Moffat, 2015) or a regulator to be 
overly ‘pro-development’ (Prno and Slocombe, 2014) they are less likely 
to trust their interests are being adequately protected (Lesser et al., 
2021), and more likely to reject the project on the grounds of not being 
certain enough they will not be harmed (Zhang et al., 2015). 

3.4.2.2. Trusting beliefs. The three trusting beliefs are: ability, whether 
an organisation is believed to have the skills to carry out its promises; 
benevolence, whether the organisation is believed to be willing to 
disadvantage themselves to benefit others; and predictability and 
integrity, whether the organisation is believed to be adhering to an 
acceptable set of principles (Mayer and Davis, 1995; Mcknight, 1998). 
These beliefs are formed based on categorisation (link G) (Bitektine, 
2011; Dare et al., 2014; Mayer and Davis, 1995; Mcknight, 1998; Prno 
and Slocombe, 2014) and evaluation (link H) (e.g. Saenz, 2019; Leeu-
werik et al., 2021). 

3.4.2.2.1. Ability. To carry through on their promises, organisations 
must have the required skills (both technical and interpersonal) and 
knowledge (Butler and Cantrell, 1984; Mayer and Davis, 1995). Within 
the SLO literature, this is generally captured as ‘competence-based trust’ 
(de Jong and Humphreys, 2016; Moffat and Zhang, 2014). This belief is 
specific to the organisation’s expertise (Mayer and Davis, 1995). When 
organisations are working with stakeholders from a very different cul-
tural background, ability will include beliefs about the organisation’s 
understanding of local norms and cultural values (Harvey and Bice, 
2014). 

3.4.2.2.2. Benevolence. Benevolence is an inclination to be kind, 
often including putting others’ needs before your own (Hurley, 2006). 
This belief is represented in SLO as questions about whether the orga-
nisation has ‘our best interests in mind’ (Thomson et al., 2010, p. 16). 
This may be shown through respect and consideration for welfare 
(Moffat and Zhang, 2014) and allowing local agency (Hall, 2014) 
through sharing power (Thomson and Boutilier, 2011), collaboration 
and providing opportunities (Thomson and Joyce, 2008) and acting on 
concerns, not just listening (Dare et al., 2014). This covers many of the 
elements of procedural legitimacy and, as such, meeting the re-
quirements of procedural legitimacy will contribute to whether a 
stakeholder chooses to trust the organisation (link M). 

3.4.2.2.3. Predictability and integrity. Predictability and integrity 
revolve around the belief that the trustee is adhering to an acceptable set 
of principles (Butcher, 2019; de Jong and Humphreys, 2016; Mayer and 
Davis, 1995, p. 719; Moffat and Zhang, 2014). It is no good believing in 
an organisation’s ability and benevolence if their actions are unpre-
dictable (Hurley, 2006). This also broadly covers the conceptualisations 
of credibility within SLO, in which the organisation ‘is seen as following 
through on promises and dealing honestly with everyone’ (Thomson and 
Boutilier, 2011, p. 1785). This requires organisations to be seen as 
truthful and honest (de Jong and Humphreys, 2016), keep promises 
(Harvey and Bice, 2014; Prno, 2013), meet expectations (Moffat and 
Zhang, 2014) and be transparent about their interests and motivations 
(Baines and Edwards, 2018; Harvey and Bice, 2014; Saenz, 2019). Or-
ganisations must also act on concerns as they arise (Dare et al., 2014), 
take responsibility for failures (Baumber et al., 2019), and accept fault 
when necessary (Heffron et al., 2021). 

3.4.3. SLO judgement 
The formation of an SLO judgement likely requires both trust (link O) 

and legitimacy (link N). Boutilier and Thomson (2011) argue that SLO 
can be gained without trust, through achieving ‘economic legitimacy’, 
which has many parallels with pragmatic legitimacy. This contradicts 
other accounts, which find trust to be a key component of SLO, 
contributing to the establishment of legitimacy (Moffat and Zhang, 
2014). It is likely that different judgements and beliefs are important to 

different stakeholders (Lesser et al., 2021), for example, a directly 
impacted stakeholder is more likely to be concerned about the benefits 
they will receive than a distant stakeholder (Lesser et al., 2021). 

A stakeholder’s judgement of an organisation’s SLO is not binary, 
and is generally conceptualised as falling into one of four levels: with-
drawal, whereby an SLO has not been granted; acceptance, where 
stakeholders do not object to the organisation or project; approval, 
where stakeholders view the project favourably; and psychological 
identification, where stakeholders believe that the company will always 
act in the community’s best interests and share responsibility for a 
project’s success (Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). It is also likely that 
beyond withdrawal, stakeholders can begin to accept or identify with 
the opposition to an organisation or project, further solidifying their 
disapproval (Luke, 2017). 

3.5. Actions 

Once a judgement has been formed, the stakeholder must decide 
whether they will externalise, potentially impacting the world around 
them (Bitektine and Haack, 2015; Boutilier, 2020). This decision is 
based on the potential consequences of expressing the judgement and 
will result in the judgement either being suppressed (link S) or expressed 
through observable substantive actions (link T) (Bitektine and Haack, 
2015). 

3.5.1. Anticipation of consequences of expressing judgement 
Stakeholders are able to assess the likely consequences of publicly 

expressing their judgement (link R) (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). This 
will be based on the judgement itself (link P) and whether it differs from 
their perception of collective judgement (link Q) (Bitektine and Haack, 
2015) as well as perceptions of the organisation (link R), such as the 
likelihood of sanctions or violent suppression of their views (Bitektine 
and Haack, 2015; de Jong and Humphreys, 2016). The impacts of 
expressing judgements need not only come from authorities, but may 
also act through other means such as media backlash or ostracization by 
peers (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). These impacts will be dependent on 
stakeholder attributes such as power (Bitektine and Haack, 2015; Hur-
ley, 2006). Stakeholders will also assess how likely expressing their 
judgement is to cause change, i.e., the positive consequences of 
expressing their judgement. A likely example of this found in SLO are 
industry phase effects, in which people are more likely to reject a project 
during the pre-approval phase as there is a unique and relatively low 
cost opportunity to say no, relative to once the project is operational 
(McCrea et al., 2020). 

3.5.2. Judgement suppression 
Where stakeholders deem the likely negative impacts of expressing 

their judgement outweigh the positive impacts, their judgement will be 
suppressed (link S) (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). Some people are simply 
more risk averse, and so may be less likely to risk negative consequences 
(Hurley, 2006). This process can lead to marginalised stakeholders 
feeling unable to express their judgements (Moffat et al., 2016). 

3.5.3. Observable substantive action 
Where stakeholders judge the benefits of expressing their opinion to 

outweigh the costs, they will externalise it through an observable sub-
stantive action (link T) (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). The methods of 
externalising judgements that are available to a stakeholder depend on 
stakeholder power, local enabling factors (Wilson, 2016) such as a po-
litical context designed for procedural empowerment (Gunningham 
et al., 2004), and historical context (Nyembo and Lees, 2020). 

3.6. SLO outcome 

The level of SLO depends on the SLO judgement of the individual 
stakeholder (link U) and the SLO judgements of other actors (link W). 
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There is little agreement on exactly whose views matter when consid-
ering an SLO (Boutilier, 2020), however it is generally considered that 
some semblance of a consensus is required (Harvey and Bice, 2014). 
Whether or not operations go ahead is impacted by the stakeholder’s 
actions (link U) and the actions of other stakeholders (link V) as well as 
external contextual factors (Boutilier, 2020; Prno and Slocombe, 2014). 
Depending on the nature of stakeholders’ actions, they may impact the 
organisation directly, for example through protest (de Jong and Hum-
phreys, 2016; Franks et al., 2014; Hanna et al., 2016; Vanclay and 
Hanna, 2019), or indirectly through influencing the collective judge-
ment (Bitektine and Haack, 2015). Regional context, such as changeable 
economic conditions, may also impact operations irrespective of 
whether or not SLO has been granted (Prno and Slocombe, 2014). 

The four potential SLO outcomes are shown in Fig. 2. Where the SLO 
and operational status are coupled (Fig. 2: top right and bottom left 
quadrants), it can be seen as generally good for the stakeholders as their 
demands and wishes have been met. Where there is a mismatch between 
SLO and operational status (Fig. 2: top left and bottom right quadrants), 
it can be seen as negative for the stakeholders. Operations may have 
positive SLO with the stakeholder but be halted for some other reason 
(Fig. 2, bottom right quadrant), such as the actions of other stakeholders 
(e.g. Boutilier, 2020) or external economic pressures (e.g. Prno and 
Slocombe, 2014; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). Alternatively, the 
stakeholder may choose not to or be unable to act on their negative SLO 
judgement in a way that halts operations (Fig. 2, top left quadrant) (e.g. 
Syn, 2014), particularly when there are substantial power imbalances, 
including the threat and use of violence (de Jong and Humphreys, 
2016). 

For an organisation, assuming the operations going ahead is a 
desirable outcome, any situation in which they are halted is negative 
(Fig. 2, bottom two quadrants). Where operations go ahead with positive 
SLO, it is good for the organisation (Fig. 2, top right quadrant). Where 
operations go ahead with negative SLO (Fig. 2, top left quadrant) it is 
less clear, as although operations may still be profitable, allowing the 
organisation to gain from continued operations, negative SLO can bring 
with it considerable costs and operational risk (Hall, 2014; Jijelava and 
Vanclay, 2014; Miller, 2014), so is likely to be worse for the organisation 
than operating with a positive SLO. 

The SLO outcome will feed back into individual’s decision-making 
process through providing new information, such as whether the orga-
nisation met expectations (Moffat and Zhang, 2014). This process allows 
stakeholders to continually assess the SLO of the organisation/project 
(Leeuwerik et al., 2021). 

4. Conclusion 

This paper provides an explanatory model for how individual 
stakeholders come to SLO judgements and how these may impact the 
operations of a project or organisation, building upon existing 
component-based (e.g. Moffat and Zhang, 2014) and process-based (e.g. 
Boutilier, 2020) conceptualisations of SLO. In doing so, it highlights how 
stakeholders can impact operations, and the importance of supporting 
marginalised stakeholders such that they are able to express their 
judgements and practice their right to self-determination. The model is 
not intended to quantify how SLO might be achieved through facilitating 
proportional allocation of the various elements included. Rather, it is 
designed to highlight the complexity associated with gaining SLO and to 
highlight the myriad of factors that organisations need to consider. It is 
anticipated that the importance of different elements will be context 
dependent meaning learning from a variety of disparate cases will be 
required to determine whether there are co-dependencies between fac-
tors that will assist organisations planning for the SLO. Once this has 
been achieved, this model will provide a means by which organisations 
can consider how their actions may impact SLO judgement formation, 
thus allowing for better project planning and outcomes. 
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Fig. 2. The four potential SLO outcomes, adapted from Prno and Slocombe 
(2014). SLO outcomes have two dimensions, whether SLO was granted (x-axis) 
and whether operations go ahead/continue (y-axis), each quadrant represents 
one of the four outcomes, with the text inside showing its relevance to the 
community and organisation. Quadrants in which the SLO judgements and 
operational outcomes are uncoupled have been highlighted with bold text. 
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Appendix A. Supplementary data 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2023.103962 as downloadable file (with 
article) and also on FigShare.. 
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