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Since its inception, impact assessment (IA) has been perceived by many to be a largely technical, quantitative
exercise. However, as jurisdictions shift towards a more sustainability-oriented IA that accounts for a wider range
of social, cultural, economic, health and well-being, and equity implications of proposed projects and strategic
initiatives, values and subjectivity come more to the fore. Making predictions now needs innovative, and rigorous

Subjectivit; C - . . . . .
VahJJ o Y applications of qualitative methods that enable meaningful inclusion of diverse knowledges, values, and infor-
Evidence mation sources, whilst at the same time giving confidence to decision makers and other stakeholders about the

evidence base. Adopting such qualitative methods in practice is hindered by a lack of clarity of the role of
qualitative methods in the delivery of sustainability-oriented IA. Guided by findings from a thematic analysis of
primary data gathered through an international survey supplemented by semi-structured interviews and a
workshop, the novel contribution of this paper is to clarify how and why qualitative methods can best contribute
to the effective delivery of next generation IA.

1. Introduction

Impact assessment (IA) is defined by the International Association
for Impact Assessment (IAIA) as being “the process of identifying the future
consequences of a current or proposed action” (International Association
for Impact Assessment (2024)). It has its roots in the environmental
impact assessment (EIA) process mandated through the US National
Environmental Policy Act 1969 (US Congress, 1969) for federal actions
having potentially significant impacts. The process has since spread
globally (Glasson and Therivel, 2019) as a legal requirement to ensure
prior understanding of the environmental implications of proposed
projects by those responsible for sanctioning them. It has evolved from
being a tool aimed primarily at environmental protection (Vanclay,
2004), to being a tool for the delivery of sustainable development (Bond

et al., 2020). This evolution in the goals of EIA can largely be attributed
to the Earth Summit taking place in 1992 at which over 170 nations
undertook (through agreeing to Principle 17 of the Rio declaration on
the environment and development) to use EIA as one of the key tools for
assisting the move towards sustainable development (United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development, 1992).

Recognizing that IA informs, rather than makes, decisions, it is
important to understand that IA relies on the application of methods in
order to deliver predictions that inform decision makers of the likely
consequences of their actions (Porter and Fittipaldi, 1998; Pischke and
Cashmore, 2006; Noble et al., 2012; Therivel and Wood, 2018). Methods
can be understood in multiple contexts, for example, Porter and Fitti-
paldi (1998) refer to the different foci of IA as domains, and therefore
one can conceive of domain-oriented methods (where social impact
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assessment and health impact assessment have long relied on some
application of qualitative methods; e.g., Fehr et al., 2014; Vanclay and
Esteves, 2024). Morgan (1998) divides methods into four groups: task-
oriented, component, integrated, and adaptive; these acknowledge
that some methods are, respectively, specific to the stage of IA, to the
domain, others are more generic, or focused more on managing out-
comes. However, while qualitative methods were acknowledged as
being valuable in communication contexts in the early years of EIA (e.g.,
Munn, 1979), the focus was on quantitative methods (Hollick, 1981;
Lawrence, 1993) which Bisset (1978) lamented as potentially masking
contentious items in assessments as a means of avoiding conflict. This
initial preference for quantitative methods can be traced back to the
roots of EIA in engineering and natural science disciplines leading to a
situation where, “in many countries, EIAs are undertaken by engineers and
technologically trained people who have an affinity for the use of quantitative
aids in their work” (Bisset, 1988, p.60). Mostert (1996, p. 191) wrote that
“subjectiveness is a real danger for EIA. Subjectiveness occurs whenever the
results of EIA are influenced by the subjective norms, values and interests of
one or more of the parties involved. This can be detrimental for the quality of
the environmental impact statement (EIS) and can make the report contro-
versial. EIA is then unlikely to improve decision making”’. While there were
also early efforts to include values in EIA methods, notably through the
advent of utility theory developed by authors such as Ralph Keeney (see,
for example, Keeney, 1977), these approaches were argued to
compartmentalize environmental impacts. Further, Bisset (1988, p.53)
argued that such methods “are so heavily dependent on quantification, that
there must be a great temptation to quantify the unquantifiable”.

Thus, a certain discomfort with qualitative methods and their
application can be observed in the literature from the early decades of IA
practice. For example (Lawrence, 1993, p.4) argued: “the qualitative
methods traditionally used fall well short of what is required. These methods
are described as narrative descriptions, checklists, and matrices—all of which
lack formal trade-off rules and could more properly be characterized as the
absense [sic] of analysis or evaluation”. Outside the field of IA, paradigm
loyalty to quantitative methodological approaches are pervasive and can
potentially explain a reluctance to embrace qualitative approaches
(Hammersley, 1996). Therefore, a shift towards greater use of qualita-
tive methods to meet the challenges of next generation IA is not trivial.

A move towards increasing use of qualitative methods from the time
period 1970-1979, to 1980-1989, and then again from 1990 up until the
end of the decade was documented by Canter (1998). Their use has
continued to increase into the 21st century with the expansion of IA’s
scope, the evolution of community-led approaches to IA, and increasing
attention to public participation. With respect to scope, over the years,
many forms of IA have developed, with varying foci including envi-
ronment, social, health, equity, language, among many others (Vanclay,
2015). There are calls for greater application at strategic levels of de-
cision making, both regionally and nationally (Fundingsland Tetlow and
Hanusch, 2012), with evidence this is happening (International Atomic
Energy Agency, 2018) amid calls for more application at a global scale
(Nelson, 2023). There have long been arguments for more (or better)
consideration of cumulative effects (Clark, 1994; Baxter et al., 2001;
Noble, 2015; Bidstrup et al., 2016; Blakley et al., 2017; Roudgarmi,
2018) and alternatives (Steinemann, 2001; Desmond, 2009; Senner,
2011; Geneletti, 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2015; Ruiz-Padillo et al., 2016).
As well, continuing the trend established at the Earth Summit 1992,
there have also been calls for greater inclusion of sustainability con-
siderations with associated trade-off rules (Sinclair et al., 2018). IA
conducted in a way that addresses all of these imperatives has been
termed “next generation” IA (Gibson et al., 2016) and has been
considered to be largely aspirational in terms of practical application
(Sinclair et al., 2018). Next generation IA requires new ways of thinking
about assessment and new assessment methods that can accommodate
the extensive range of sustainability issues at the same time as delivering
transparent and understandable evidence to the broad range of stake-
holders involved in IA.
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Some forms of IA, such as social impact assessment and health
impact assessment, have long employed the use of qualitative methods.
Community-led forms of IA (e.g., Lawrence and Larsen, 2017; Sandham
et al., 2019), human-rights IA (e.g., Rights and Democracy, 2011;
Watson et al., 2013), and strategic assessment (e.g., Sinclair et al.,
2009), for example, also tend to draw heavily on qualitative methods
that allow impact identification and evaluation to be rooted in local
knowledge and values. Another key trend has been an increase in public
participation (Sadler, 1996; Burdett and Sinclair, 2024), requiring a shift
towards qualitative methods that were more easily understandable by a
greater range of stakeholders, leading to more transparency in political
arenas (Bisset, 1980). Indeed, Saarikoski (2000) found that the use of IA
as a negotiation vehicle to inform political decision making was inher-
ently unfair because those with knowledge in quantitative data tools
dominated the discussion. Prediction methods that are more under-
standable to a greater range of stakeholders may reduce this unfairness.

Despite this increasing use of qualitative methods in IA, there is
indication that qualitative methods are still often seen as having a
subordinate role in IA. Therivel and Wood (2018) provide comprehen-
sive guidance on the methods to be applied for impact prediction across
a range of components of environmental and social impact assessment,
and indicate that “qualitative assessments .... are typically used where
quantitative assessments are difficult or impossible” (p.8). This seems to
suggest that qualitative methods remain subordinate to quantitative
methods and only have a role in filling in any gaps that quantitative
methods cannot fill. Mayoux and Chambers (2005, p.271) take it further
in stating “recent debates about integrated impact assessment have tended to
treat participatory approaches and methods as a fashionable frill added on to
more ‘expert’ quantitative and qualitative investigation™. Their research also
highlights some confusion in the understanding of qualitative methods,
whereby participatory approaches are clearly distinguished from qual-
itative investigation, with the latter simply generating data to be used
solely by experts.

The literature therefore suggests several barriers to more extensive
application of qualitative methods in IA, including inertia (restricting a
move from quantitative methods) and the technical backgrounds of the
IA practitioners, among others. Yet a range of drivers, primarily
including key elements of next generation IA (broader consideration of
sustainability requiring better integration of wide ranges of values)
indicate a need for the more robust application of qualitative methods.
At the very least, these different messages point to a lack of clarity on the
role that qualitative methods could and should play in IA. In addition,
advancements in next generation IA may facilitate a paradigm shift in
the application and acceptance of qualitative methods. The research
question arising from this background is thus: what roles could, and
should, qualitative methods play in next generation IA? This leads to the
aims of the paper to contribute to research on overcoming one key
barrier to broader adoption of qualitative methods in IA, that being a
lack of extensive understanding of the roles that such methods can play
in IA. Ultimately, this task will help clarify the contribution that can be
made through application of qualitative methods, and therefore poten-
tially ease their acceptance in future practice.

The research was undertaken as a component part of a three-year
project (documented in Walker et al., 2023) directed by a core team
of international IA researchers, some of whom are co-authors of this
paper. The work of the core team was supported by a Best Practice
Advisory Committee that provided direction as well as input on key
research questions and results. Qualitative research undertaken in the
context of IA was defined in the project as research that “explores people’s
perceptions, experiences, and knowledges that contribute to an in-depth un-
derstanding of the potential effects of proposed land and resource develop-
ment projects, plans, and/or policies” (Walker et al., 2023, p.3). The
outcomes of the research project can be divided into three which, given
the volume of research, form the basis for three separate journal pub-
lications. The first deals with the identification of specific qualitative
methods available for IA; this outcome has been published in Walker
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et al. (2024) and describes seventeen methods which we list in Table 1 to
provide the necessary context for this paper. The second output is the
focus of the present paper on the potential roles of qualitative methods.
The third outcome, which is a work in progress at the time of writing,
relates to identification and overcoming of barriers to the application of
qualitative methods in EIA.

The 17 methods in Table 1 illustrate the overlapping nature of
qualitative and quantitative methods, as they cannot always be easily
separated, whereby the application of some of these methods in IA relies
on an integration of both qualitative and quantitative approaches to data
collection or their analysis (e.g., multi-criteria analysis). In examining
the role of qualitative methods, we have focused on those listed in
Table 1, recognizing that there are substantial differences in terms of
their focus on data collection as opposed to data analysis, and their level
of integration, if any, with quantitative methods. Given this complex
relationship between qualitative and quantitative methods we have
taken the approach of defining as qualitative any methods that comprise
a significant qualitative component (in this context, what constitutes
‘significant’ is a judgement made by the research team).

IA literature and methodological practice tend to be biased towards
western values and ways of thinking, which fail to recognize Indigenous
Peoples’ worldviews (O’Faircheallaigh, 2017). While Walker et al.
(2024) include qualitative methods being applied in community- and
Indigenous-led IA, we acknowledge that it does not do justice to the
breadth and depth of Indigenous methodologies being applied in IA.
Indeed, some researchers separate Indigenous methods from Western
research methodologies and argue for decolonization of research (see,
for example, Simonds and Christopher, 2013). Our research focuses on
Western research methods and, while the findings remain valid in the
majority of global IA settings, there remains a significant gap around the
roles qualitative methods can play to help to meet obligation under the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigeous Peoples
(UNDRIP) (United Nations, 2007). This is an area where further work is
needed and readers should note the importance of this omission where
any IA involves Indigenous Peoples.

The next section sets out the methodological approach for achieving
our aim to clarify the potential roles and contributions of qualitative
methods; this includes a survey of practitioners, supplemented by semi-
structured interviews with a subset of survey respondents, and a work-
shop. This is followed by a results section with five sub sections, each
dealing with a different role. Finally, we end with conclusions that
summarise the findings, align them with the literature, and set them into
the context of the need for a wider research agenda aiming to facilitate
greater adoption of qualitative methods in IA.

2. Methods

The data presented in this paper derive from a survey, interviews,
and a workshop, as described below.

The core team designed an international online survey for IA prac-
titioners that sought the experience of respondents with the use of
qualitative methods in IA. While the survey used a combination of open-
ended and closed questions (Bhattacherjee, 2012) the bulk of the data
presented in this paper came from a part of the online survey related to
the use of qualitative methods in IA. Since it was not possible to deter-
mine the total population of IA professionals, we used a non-random,
purposive sampling strategy (e.g., Neuman, 2014). The sampling strat-
egy involved:

1) 238 emails being sent directly to a list of potential participants
known to have expertise in qualitative research in IA, as identified by
the research team, the international advisory committee and an
extensive literature review described in Walker et al. (2023);

2) publicising the survey, and providing a link, through nine national
and international IA professional associations’ newsletters and/or
social media platforms (e.g., International Association for Impact
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Table 1
Qualitative methods suitable for application in EIA (identified and described in
Walker et al., 2023).

Method category Description

Deliberative Methods Rely on discussion-based approaches to engage the public
in collaborative problem solving and decision-making.
Examples of deliberative methods include deliberative
polling, world café, community forums, citizens’ juries,
and open-space technologies.

A technique for systematically eliciting advice, and
ultimately consensus, from a panel of anonymous experts
through iterative rounds of questionnaires.

The systematic analysis of various types of documentation,
such as news articles, archival documents, official reports,
policy documents, and academic literature.

Involves facilitator-moderated group discussion that
explores experiences, perspectives, and opinions about a
specific topic. Data are generated through interaction
among participants (typically 6-8).

Fuzzy sets can be considered as “computing with words.” It
involves transforming qualitative, descriptive data into a
form that can be mathematically described and
manipulated in a rigorous way that accounts for the
subjective nature of the descriptors.

A one-on-one exploration of individuals’ experiences,
perspectives, and opinions about a specific topic.
Interviews can take place face-to-face, online, or via
telephone.

A grid that links systems components with project
activities. We are interested in matrix approaches that use
qualitative data, analysis, and/or reporting.

Multi-criteria analysis (MCA), also known as multi-criteria
decision analysis (MCDA), is a family of mathematical
techniques that support decision-making by assessing and
aggregating performance of options (such as alternative
development proposals) against multiple, often
conflicting, criteria. Participatory or qualitative
approaches may be used to collect and integrate
qualitative data into the analysis.

Involves engaging with and interpreting people’s
experiences through storytelling.

Uses statistical analysis to identify dominant perspectives/
discourses around a specific issue by having participants
sort and rank a set of qualitative statements representing a
full range of opinions.

The systematic analysis of non-numerical information
gathered through a variety of qualitative data collection
methods, often managed using computer-assisted data
analysis software (e.g., NVivo).

Integrate qualitative future-oriented scenarios (i.e.,
plausible pathways by which the future could unfold) into
IA analysis. Examples of scenario-based methods include
participatory scenario analysis and simulation gaming.
Participatory mapping techniques that integrate

Delphi method

Document analysis

Focus groups

Fuzzy sets

Interviews

Matrices

Multi-criteria analysis

Narrative methods

Q methodology

Qualitative data
analysis

Scenario-based
methods

Participatory spatial

methods qualitative data collection and/or analysis (e.g.,
community mapping, land use and occupancy mapping,
participatory geographical information systems [PGIS]).

Surveys Questionnaires that explore individuals’ experiences,
perspectives, and opinions about a specific topic. Surveys
can include open-ended qualitative components.

Systems/network Involve the representation and analysis of the relationships

analysis between systems components relevant to an Impact

Assessment. The analysis may include one or more systems
(e.g., ecological, social, economic, institutional).

Collect and analyze visual or audio-visual images as data.
Visual methods include, for example, photo-elicitation,
photovoice, video narratives, social media image analysis,
and seasonal calendars.

Facilitated participatory sessions in which participants
discuss, brainstorm, and identify solutions for a specific
problem. Workshops typically include more participants
than a focus group discussion.

Visual methods

Workshops
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Assessment [IAIA], IAIA affiliates, and SIAHub [an online hub for the
social impact assessment community]);

3) information cards distributed at the IAIA annual meeting held in
Vancouver, Canada, in May 2022; and,

4) snowball sampling was also adopted as a “traditional method”
(Bryman, 2016, p.415) for identifying additional connections sug-
gested by participants for interviews.

This sampling strategy can lead to biases already present in the
networks of the research team and international advisory committee,
and through the memberships of the professional associations and subset
of practitioners that can attend IAIA meetings. Also, academic literature
tends to bias towards research published by academics based in devel-
oped countries. There is, therefore, a bias towards English-speaking
participants from richer nations (as detailed in the next paragraph),
and this can have implications for the relevance of the study to other
nations.

One hundred and forty-five responses were received, with 111 re-
spondents indicating their location spread across 6 continents and 25
countries (Canada, Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom,
Netherlands, Brazil, Sweden, Thailand, and South Africa were the only
countries with more than one response; see Walker et al. (2023, p.7) for
full details). The combined population of the countries hosting more
than one respondent (878 million at the time of writing) comprises 10.7
% of the global population (8.2 billion at the time of writing) — which
together with the focus on English language does indicate a sample
which cannot be considered globally representative. Reflecting the
client for the research (which may be expected to be the main focus for
application of the findings), the Impact Assessment Agency of Canada,
50 of the 111 respondents who provided their location details were from
Canada (which, with 40 million inhabitants, comprises <0.5 % of the
global population at the time of writing). Respondents represented a
number of roles in IA, with some having multiple roles (private
consultant/practitioner (52 %), academic/researcher (40 %), govern-
ment/regulatory agency (12 %), non-governmental organization (8 %),
industry (5 %), panel member (4 %), Indigenous peoples/organization
(2 %), and professional association representative (2 %)). Eighty re-
spondents indicated they were willing to engage in a follow-up inter-
view. Thus, while the sample is large enough to be able to draw useful
conclusions, it is inherently biased and cannot be considered to be
globally representative.

A workshop was held in association with the IAIA annual meeting in
Vancouver in the spring of 2022. This occurred at the same time that the
survey was being completed. Invitations to the workshop were in part
selective and in part random. Through contacts of the core team and
international advisory committee, there was awareness of some people
who planned to attend the conference, and these were invited to the
workshop. In addition, business cards that included a QR code adver-
tising the research were distributed by core team members at the con-
ference. This resulted in some people choosing to come to the workshop
when on-site in Vancouver. In the end, twenty-seven IA professionals,
including government regulators, researchers, non-government organi-
zations, and representatives of Indigenous peoples, joined the workshop.
At the workshop, participants engaged in discussion about qualitative
methods identified through the literature review and online survey as
having a potential role to play in IA where the following questions were
posed to prompt discussion (see Walker et al., 2023 for more details):

e Are there methods that might be particularly innovative/novel/
interesting?

e Were there any key methods missing from the cards?

e How were/are these methods applied in IA cases that you have been
involved in?

Data were collected through written responses to a short survey and
contemporaneous notes taken by four notetakers.
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Lastly, semi-structured interviews were undertaken to allow more
detailed data to be collected about the qualitative methods identified
(see Table 1) and their potential role in actioning next generation IA.
Interviewees who had experience working with the different qualitative
methods were identified through the online survey. In the first instance,
46 of the 80 survey respondents who indicated they would be willing to
be interviewed were selected as being able to provide sufficient breadth
of experience (that is, across all these interviewees there was experience
related to all 17 methods) in terms of the different methods identified.
Forty of these people consented to an interview. An additional eight IA
professionals who were known to have experience using specific quali-
tative methods in IA, but had not responded to the survey, were also
interviewed to fill in some gaps in relation to experience in the use of
some qualitative methods. The interview schedule is provided in Walker
et al. (2023, see Appendix B). As with the surveys, the greatest pro-
portion of participants were from Canada; however, we also sought to
learn from innovative practices and multi-sectoral experience from ju-
risdictions around the world. Interviewees were from 17 countries,
including Canada (n = 18), Australia (n = 6), the United Kingdom (n =
5), South Africa (n = 3), Netherlands (n = 2), Brazil (n = 2), Sweden (n
= 2), and one each from Argentina, Denmark, Iceland, India, Italy, New
Zealand, Nigeria, Portugal, Uganda, and the United States. Of these, 62
% were IA practitioners, 38 % were researchers, and 15 % were gov-
ernment or regulatory staff (some participants reported multiple roles,
explaining the total greater than 100 %). All interviews were undertaken
using Microsoft Teams or Zoom, using their respective transcription
functions. The interviews lasted from one to almost three hours in
duration, with subsequent editing of automatic transcriptions typically
taking at least three hours per interview.

The qualitative survey data, workshop notes and interview tran-
scripts were uploaded and coded together in NVivo 12. We applied a
deductive-inductive thematic qualitative analysis, in which deductive
codes were initially established in relation to specific project objectives
(see Walker et al., 2023 for more detailed explanation of the coding
process related to project objectives). For example, we were interested in
what participants perceived as the roles of qualitative methods in IA;
therefore, we set “role of qualitative research” as a first-level code - this
focused our attention on data to analyze to characterise the roles.
Grounded themes emerged from both the inductive and deductive
coding following the practice established by Braun and Clarke (2006).
One hundred and twenty-five discrete sections of data were deductively
coded to “role of qualitative research in IA”. These data were reviewed
in turn and second-level codes were inductively developed to cluster the
data into meaningful groups. The content of the codes was reviewed
again, and related codes merged into broader themes. In this way, key
themes were identified for each of the specific project objectives (see
Walker et al., 2023).

The trustworthiness (credibility and dependability) (Creswell and
Creswell, 2018) of our research was ensured using techniques such as
member checking, external auditing, and triangulation (see Walker
et al., 2023). Triangulating among the coded survey, interview, and
workshop data provided additional confidence in the results. In terms of
member-checking, participants were provided with a link to their indi-
vidual transcript and allowed the opportunity to review it for accuracy if
they wished. The project’s Best Practice Advisory Committee performed
the external auditing function for the work. Other procedures were used
to safeguard the reliability of the coding and analysis. One team member
was responsible for leading the coding process while another did audits
of this work to ensure consistency. Direct quotes are often used in
reporting the results to evidence the key themes identified. Ethical
approval was obtained from the University of Manitoba to help ensure
minimisation of risks to all participants and safe management of data.
All research team members undertook ethics training pursuant to Can-
ada’s Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research
Involving Humans (Course on Research Ethics) and, where required, the
ethics protocol approved by the University of Manitoba was subjected to
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a multi-site ethics review process. In line with the ethical approval
received for conduct of the survey and interviews, participants remain
anonymous beyond a numerical code (to distinguish different partici-
pants) and a broad category of practice affiliation (where the survey
respondents and interviewees were divided into self-reported roles
encompassing: private consultant/practitioner; academic/researcher;
government/regulatory agency; non-governmental organization; in-
dustry; IA review panel member; Indigenous peoples/organization;
professional association). Participants frequently self-reported multiple
roles.

3. The roles of qualitative methods in next-generation impact
assessment

Five essential roles of qualitative methods in IA, which are not
exclusive, were identified through the thematic analysis of the 125
discrete sections of data that had been deductively coded to “role of
qualitative research in IA™:

e integrating values and subjective perspectives;
e providing rich, contextual information/data;

e embracing and respecting complexity;

e supporting the broadening scope of IA;

e complementing quantitative research.

Each of these is considered in turn below, with examples provided of
transcript excerpts coded against each of the roles.

3.1. Integrating values and subjective perspectives

Integrating values and subjective perspectives into IA processes was
a commonly cited role for qualitative methods in IA. The core idea
shared by participants is that, in contrast to perceptions of IA as a
technical process as discussed in the introduction, IA is in reality an
inherently qualitative, values-based process, and what constitutes
acceptable or significant impacts largely depends on the values of those
who experience and define them.

Participants noted the true nature of IA as a values-based process and
that “showing the many ways in which [qualitative information] runs
through everything that we do is very important” (Interview, P66, IA
practitioner). Another participant who was asked about the role of
qualitative methods responded:

It’s an eminent role, and impact assessment is by nature qualitative.
People don’t know that. I mean, because we use quantitative infor-
mation, some people think that it’s a technical quantitative tech-
nique, but it’s a qualitative tool that is informed by many types of
quantitative methods. In the end, judgement of acceptability is
extremely qualitative. We have been concerned about the quantita-
tive techniques that can be used to predict particular impacts, but we
have dozens of impacts that in the end will be understood through
qualitative value-laden reasoning.

(Interview, P74, IA practitioner and researcher)

Several participants argued that impact “acceptability,” or “signifi-
cance” at least in part, is subjective and values-based. This is in line with
previous research, for example, Haug et al. (1984) had previously
distinguished between the ‘fact’ of an impact (that it happens), and the
‘value’ of an impact, which is what it means to different stakeholders,
and Thompson (1990, p.241) argued that it “is the impact of a particular
set of findings or predictions upon the minds of individuals, not the impact of
the pollutant on the environment per se that is our key unknown”. Quanti-
tative indicators do not always align with the values and thresholds set
by affected communities, which vary across place and time. Participants
noted that establishing these values and thresholds is an important part
of IA, particularly in cases where Indigenous peoples and their rights
may be affected. Using contaminant levels in the environment as an
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example, a participant explained that:

Even if they’re not beyond human health thresholds, they are beyond
the levels of acceptability for the community. We may not be
impacting the human health threshold, which is a quantitative
threshold set by the province, but we are affecting the land use and
avoidance threshold that is set by the community.

(Interview, P77, IA practitioner)

Going further, participants not only drew attention to the values-
based qualitative nature of IA, but also to how appropriate data can
be gathered and analyzed to adequately integrate these subjective
values. Identifying values by which impacts can be assessed, they
argued, is largely the domain of qualitative methods:

I think so many people forget or don’t realize that impact assessment
is values-based. There’s an objective side to it, but ultimately comes
back to values—whether impacts [are] acceptable or not, or what
matters, what are we assessing anyway. I suppose you can quantify
people’s values. You can do a questionnaire and ask what people care
about and then you can quantify that, but the qualitative methods
are more the way to understand people’s values, [belcause it’s
usually a nuanced discussion and one that is not possible in a survey
[...]1 I think in some cases when people maybe are using the term
qualitative, what we really need to use is the term value, people’s
values, they’re subjective values and that’s what we’re trying to
understand. That’s how we should be defining our [valued compo-
nents] and you know even the baseline impact assessment should be
shaped towards what really matters to people and of course the
interpretation of the meaning of these effects is all about people’s
values.

(Interview, P25, IA practitioner)

...from a value perspective, values are qualitative. That’s the func-
tion of them, so you can’t do EIAs without qualitative approaches, I
don’t believe.

(Interview, P47, IA practitioner)

Qualitative methods can aid in identifying the diversity of values and
perspectives related to a project and its potential impacts and also
provide public confidence that their values and perspectives are mean-
ingfully considered in the IA. This is, in part, because “[q]ualitative
methods allow the participant to speak their mind and not limit to a numerical
question” (Survey, P23, IA practitioner) and because it better allows
people to recognize how their concerns were addressed in final products:

What I find was in the practice side on qualitative methods is public
confidence in EIA. And when you’re going out to the public, you're
talking to them. It’s trying to understand from their perspective
what’s their take on the issue [...] But what I find is the real public
issues are they feel EIA is not working because their opinions are not
being considered in relation to the data that they’re reading in the
EIA. You didn’t listen to me. You didn’t hear what I say, or my
concern wasn’t incorporated.

(Interview, P52, IA practitioner)

The same participant also mentioned that understanding the range of
public perspectives through qualitative methods can contribute to the
determination of whether a project is in the public interest.

At the end of the day you’re still making an opinion on what you
think is the public interest as a decision maker. So that’s where I
think these [qualitative] tools can be very useful to help the decision
maker understand the multiplicity of opinions out there.
(Interview, P52, IA practitioner)

The utility of qualitative methods for integrating values and sub-
jective perspectives into IA, however, is dependent on the degree to
which it is conducted systematically and is integrated with other com-
ponents of the IA:
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...the way I see it is that outcomes from community engagement
activities should form an input as primary research to the SIA, and
often that’s not the case. Often, I’ll read in an SIA that there has been
community engagement undertaken and [I have] been looking for
the outcomes from that and they’re not there. And they’ll say “go
look for those in a different chapter”, and that automatically tells me
that they haven’t integrated the two things. So, to my mind the
connection between [community engagement and social research] is
very much that a well conducted community engagement program
should produce outcomes that form primary research for the SIA, and
therefore the community engagement, in order to enable that to
happen, the techniques of community engagement should be chosen
such as to enable that. In other words, you should be looking to
design a community engagement so that it will produce documented
outcomes, which will tell you something about how people expect to
experience a project, how they imagine, or expect the impacts to
affect them.

(Interview, P110, government/regulatory agency staff)

Despite the promise of qualitative methods for meaningfully inte-
grating values and subjective perspectives in IA, a possible pitfall of their
use is the potential for findings to be manipulated to suit specific needs:

It’s good that qualitative knowledge is recognized in these regulatory
processes and that Indigenous knowledge is explicitly recognized.
There’s a lot of leeway for that to be misused and abused, especially
by proponents who are trying to project an understanding of quali-
tative information and an understanding of Indigenous knowledge in
ways that suit their means. And there’s been a number of cases where
qualitative methods have, I think, pretty clearly been abused and
misrepresented in order to put forward a particular argument that is
in favor of an industrial development and is actually completely
contrary to what a community-based impact assessment would
actually look like.

(Interview, P77, IA practitioner)

This concern highlights the importance of transparency in the pre-
sentation of qualitative methodologies, measures that verify the inter-
pretation of results with those who have contributed their knowledge,
and the role of decision makers in interrogating the adequacy of quali-
tative research presented in IAs.

3.2. Providing rich information/data

IA professionals involved in this study considered the provision of
rich, or detailed, in-depth, and contextual, information (e.g., Creswell
and Creswell, 2018) as an important role of qualitative methods in IA,
and one that is relevant throughout the IA process. As one participant
mentioned, “qualitative data paints a much richer, deeper picture than only
quantitative data” (Interview, P56, IA practitioner). Another suggested
there is simply no other way of understanding the core issues in IA:
“Without a qualitative approach, you really don’t understand anything [...]
you can’t get to the heart of the matter without a qualitative element to the
research. I truly believe that” (Interview, P148, IA practitioner and
researcher). Participants also spoke more specifically about the points
within an IA at which qualitative methods can provide valuable, in-
depth, contextual information:

I think qualitative evidence can fill in the gaps and can help make
sense of a picture about why a community is saying something or
why the impacts... how they’re going to appear, how they’re going
to manifest themselves.

(Interview, P54, government/regulatory agency staff)

Another commented that the social science data that are often
collected and analyzed to understand baseline conditions and potential
impacts are still largely descriptive rather than interpretive, relying
primarily on quantitative statistical information, such as “how many
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people live in this region? What does the average person earn? What is the
average age? What proportion of the population has diabetes? What per-
centage of people are active harvesters? The stuff that you can pull from
census data or health authorities....” (Interview, P149, IA practitioner).
While such information is useful, the same participant noted that qual-
itative methods can more effectively tell the story of relationships within
social-environmental systems: “...but [there’s] not a lot about how people
interact with their surroundings and each other, which you have to dig a little
bit deeper into the qualitative to get at that.” In addition to providing
contextual information about how people interact with each other and
the environment, qualitative methods can also provide historical context
to the evaluation of potential impacts:

That elements of qualitative research should be more widely recog-
nized in impact analysis, especially for social impacts. Statistics don’t
necessarily tell the story. Qualitative research also allows for a his-
torical view to impacts rather than a point in time for most impact
assessments.

(Survey, P137, government/regulatory agency staff)

The ability for qualitative methods to provide rich, in-depth infor-
mation, however, is not automatic; it requires thoughtful development
and application. One participant, for example, alluded to the necessity of
strong analysis to achieve effective, in-depth understandings of IA issues
through qualitative methods:

We need to consider our bias towards qualitative analysis and
recognize that there’s so much we can do with qualitative data, with
good analysis [that] can really help us better understand... and un-
derstand the data with a lot more depth than we would otherwise.
(Interview, P8, IA practitioner)

In a similar vein, others warned against the quantification of quali-
tative data, feeling that such attempts “flatten” the potential of quali-
tative methods to contribute richness and depth to our understanding of
potential impacts:

Sometimes we work with companies, and they give you their matrix
of all their interviews and it’s just dot points. Whereas when you talk
to people, they bring alive the subject, which reflects the values but
it’s [also] more persuasive.

(Interview, P36, IA practitioner)

I'm going to collect all this qualitative data and then it just kind of
disappears and gets all flattened out into nothing because they
decide to measure it all. They turn it all into measures! A certain
amount of quantification is fine, but not if it gets in the way of the
story of what’s actually emerging from the data.

(Interview, P123, researcher/academic)

Retaining the richness through qualitative data analysis and pre-
sentation is vital if qualitative methods are to effectively fulfill their role
of providing in-depth, contextual information in IA. These participants’
sentiments also reflect good practice qualitative data collection and
analysis, for which the intent is generally to make sense of data by
organizing segments of textual or image data into themes (e.g., Creswell
and Creswell, 2018).

3.3. Embracing and respecting complexity

Another role of qualitative methods is their ability to help address
the inherent complexity involved in predicting and evaluating potential
impacts in IA. Participants noted that an emphasis on quantitative
measurement can lead to reductionist, siloed approaches that belie the
“messiness” of assessing potential impacts within complex systems:

...my perception is that our profession, our community of pro-
fessionals and practitioners and theoreticians see impact assessment
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as this very probabilistic, quantitative, technically sophisticated ex-
ercise. When the reality is that it’s super messy.
(Interview, P25, IA practitioner)

According to some participants, qualitative methods can facilitate a
more holistic understanding of the complex interactions among valued
system components and potential impacts on these components.

Well, I think in the EIA you have two different things. One is the
environmental aspects and within the aspects there are many, many
different methods used—quantitative and qualitative methods—and
that’s fine. And they are tried out for a long time and some certain
methods work for certain aspects or need to be done for certain as-
pects to get the result. But then when you want to get an overall
picture and get away from these silos, you definitely, I think, need a
qualitative method to have a full understanding of the entire system.
I just can’t get away from it and I can’t find anything else. I have
thought about it a lot, but I can’t find anything else that does it
justice.

(Interview, P118, researcher/academic)

As jurisdictions continue shifting towards next-generation, sustain-
ability-oriented IA, qualitative methods also play an important role in
understanding complex interactions within and across social and
ecological systems. Participants drew attention to the value of qualita-
tive methods for understanding the connections among biophysical,
social, cultural, and health impacts. For instance, one interviewee noted:

And if you make the connection between the biophysical and social
impacts, for example using the idea, the concept of ecosystem ser-
vices, that’s one context, one situation where qualitative data is very
important to really understand how the communities use the
resource[s] of the place where they live, or where they work.
(Interview, P71, researcher/academic)

Projects subject to IA are usually highly technical and complicated
and they often occur within complex social-ecological systems. While
quantitative approaches have long been a staple of IA, qualitative
methods are essential for providing a comprehensive foundation for
decision-making about complex issues and interactions:

Qualitative research is such a broad tool that is essential to most
impact assessment work. Impact assessment can rely on a lot of
quantitative work but these types of human decisions on complex
projects can’t be figured easily into a purely quantitative approach.
Both will be needed in the continuing future.

(Survey, P75, IA practitioner)

Certainly, you want the best evidence available for the decision-
making process, and so I can’t see how you wouldn’t use qualita-
tive methodologies to provide that evidence. As a decision maker,
you absolutely want to see that kind of work being included in an
impact assessment. And there [are] always debates about method-
ologies and so on, but really, I think it just really contributes to the
evidentiary base that you're using. For some pretty complex and
difficult issues I would say.

(Interview, P150, researcher/academic)

3.4. Supporting the broadening scope of IA

Next-generation, sustainability-oriented IA is resulting in a transition
from a primary emphasis on biophysical impacts to increasing re-
quirements for a broader suite of social, cultural, health and well-being,
economic, and equity and rights-based considerations. Such consider-
ations have not always had a prominent role in IA, as one participant
observed:

...socio-economic/cultural/social/human health effects have largely
been the lost child of EA, left wandering in the wilderness relative to
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the attention-grabbing biophysical effects (nothing like those stirring
data tables and colourful GIS maps). And yet, in my view it is the
human effects that should get top billing, from which all else flows
(versus the current reverse).

(Survey, P92, IA practitioner)

Participants indicated that as the scope of IA continues to broaden,
new and innovative methods—including qualitative methods—will be
necessary to meet the challenges of assessing potential social, economic,
cultural, and health impacts.

...we assume the issues are biophysical, but in reality it’s the social
issues, the economic issues, health issues that are just massive in
those cases [referring to large-scale projects] that are really chal-
lenging to deal with.

Interviewer: And hard to quantify?

Exactly, exactly. So how do decision makers deal with that? It’s
easier if you can say “yes, these are the impacts on fisheries, we have
data here to tell us this”, and analysis is done appropriately. But
mental health impacts, what’s a good approach to doing that? So, it’s
all going to be new. (Interview, P150, researcher/academic).

Qualitative methods may be particularly important in the assessment
of intangible values and impacts, such as associations to place in cultural
impact assessment:

...qualitative methods are absolutely the foundation of cultural
impact assessment here. It’s all about using methods to really capture
people’s association to place, and once you’ve got that association to
place and what’s most important, then starting to look at what the
impact of the proposed activity could be and again using a range of
different qualitative methods.

(Interview, P57, IA practitioner & researcher)

In some jurisdictions, including under Canada’s federal IA frame-
work, requirements for assessing this wider range of potential impacts
are now enshrined in legislation. Participants suggested that qualitative
methods will play an important role in meeting the expectations of these
regulatory IA requirements, such as the application of gender-based
analysis plus (GBA+) and the mandatory consideration of Indigenous
knowledge:

Some of the requirements of the new Act, let’s say gender analysis,
for my understanding predominantly it requires a qualitative
approach. If you are requiring that legally now, that requires a
qualitative approach. Maybe gathering Indigenous knowledge, some
of that requires a qualitative approach. Some of it should be driven
by recent reforms, I think, in legislation and guidance as well. I'm
thinking high level, what might drive qualitative approaches and
then increasingly demonstrate a good practice for sure.

(Interview, P53, IA practitioner and researcher)

Another participant spoke about how a commitment to the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP)
(United Nations, 2007) in some IA frameworks (see, for example, Impact
Assessment Agency of Canada, 2021; Government of British Columbia,
2024) is resulting in greater requirements for partnerships with Indig-
enous rights-holders and for Indigenous-led IA. These opportunities, in
turn, create new prospects for the integration of qualitative information
in IA processes and decision-making:

I think the thing that I would share is just to let everyone know that
impact assessment is changing. The Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples—Ilegislation in [British Columbia is] upholding
that. The expectations of the new Acts that reference UNDRIP.
Things are changing so that our work—when we do good qualitative
research for impact assessment—is being considered by decision
makers that are not just provincial decision makers or federal deci-
sion makers. It’s being considered by Indigenous decision makers
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that have equal or greater authority. That’s happening right now on
the ground.
(Interview, P77, IA practitioner)

Indigenous rights, culture, knowledge, and health and well-being are
playing, and will continue to play, an increasing role in Canada and
particularly within federal IA processes. Indigenous-led IAs tend to have
a much higher qualitative component than western scientific inputs, as
they focus on “tell[ing] a story of change” (Interview, P77, IA practi-
tioner) and better reflect values and relationships associated with land
(Joly et al., 2018). From this we infer that Indigenous-led IA, in Canada
and all other countries with Indigenous populations, should therefore be
seen as leading examples of how qualitative methods can effectively
support the broadening scope of IA.

3.5. Complementing quantitative data

Some participants described the role of qualitative methods in terms
of its relationship with quantitative approaches in IA. Generally, there
was agreement that both types of methods are necessary:

The one notion that keeps coming to mind concerns combining
qualitative methods with [quantitative] social and economic and, for
that matter, environmental data. They are all part of the story. As
someone said, “numbers are symbols that people use to make argu-
ments”—and so are words.

(Survey, P98, researcher/academic)

However, there was some diversity in perceptions about the roles of
qualitative and quantitative methods in relation to each other. One
perspective was that qualitative methods are most useful for supple-
menting, supporting, or filling gaps in quantitative findings. One
participant, for example, noted that “[q]Jualitative research is, in my view,
a companion to the quantitative. It is best used as a means to supplement or
explore quantitative data that is limited in scope or deficient in some way”
(Survey, P96, IA practitioner & researcher). Another argued that
“quantitative research has some great features, but unless it is matched with
qualitative, it is often hard to really understand results” (Survey, P113,
multiple roles). Qualitative methods were also described as a valuable
precursor to further quantitative research, particularly useful as an
exploratory tool to identify pertinent IA issues:

Results from qualitative research can be an indicator of previously
unidentified issues and lead to quantitative research that further
enhances EIA and the long-term follow-up actions.

(Survey, P137, government/regulatory agency staff)

More often, however, participants acknowledged that qualitative
and quantitative methods produce different, but complementary types
of information:

...they fill the gaps in each other, but they do both bring different
things and sometimes they do give a different picture. Unfortunately,
I think that often the qualitative results only get used to serve the
quantitative, rather than considering whether the qualitative data
are telling you something different—that it is actually being pre-
sented as an authentic, different interpretation of what’s happening.
If it is only selectively used to support what the quant[itative] is
showing, then that’s problematic.

(Interview, P123, researcher/academic)

Therefore, qualitative methods should not just serve quantitative
approaches (or vice versa), but they should be equal partners in
contemporary IA processes, the two approaches are complementary.
There is likely a need, however, for resources and guidance on harmo-
nizing qualitative and quantitative data to ensure qualitative findings
become an integral component of IA reporting, rather than being tacked
on in appendices.
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4. Discussion and conclusion

As is evident in the rich qualitative data collected in our research,
qualitative methods enable the integration of diverse values and per-
spectives, yield rich contextual information, facilitate the understanding
of interactions in complex systems, support the broadening scope of IA,
and complement quantitative data collection and analysis. Use of
qualitative methods is entirely appropriate in light of some of the
inherent characteristics of IA.

IA by nature is subjective — the paths followed in an IA (scoping,
identification of valued environmental components, etc.) and decisions
taken rely on values, with “much debate on the findings of EIA is a
consequence of competing philosophies, values and priorities, rather than
controversy over scientific issues” (Cashmore, 2004, p.411-412). Judge-
ment of the acceptability of an undertaking is values based, and those
impacted by a decision can have very different values than those making
the decisions. As noted by Munday (2020, p.343) “a people-centred, 21st
century model of impact assessment calls for qualitative and insightful
research that tells a powerful story about how a community’s values, life-
styles, livelihoods, vulnerability, resilience, wellbeing and social fabric will be
affected by development”. She advocates that the identification of diverse
values of potentially impacted communities at early stages of [A—and
their integration into scoping, indicator development, and significance
evaluation—can enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of assessments
and the equity of decisions. Qualitative methods can provide an
important window into these values without compromising the credi-
bility of evidence needed for decisions. Indeed, they may provide the
sole means of eliciting the weight of feeling about different values placed
on affected sustainability components. There are many examples from a
variety of forms of IA that demonstrate how qualitative methods can be
used to identify and integrate local values in IA. For instance, visioning
workshops used to identify locally significant future values in a strategic
assessment (Sinclair et al., 2009); narrative methods used to foreground
Anishinaabeg (an Indigenous group) values in a highway twinning
project assessment (Niiwin Wendaanimok Partnership, 2021); partici-
patory spatial methods for determining social values of a river estuary in
the location of a proposed mine (Pearce et al., 2021); and, focus groups
to identify a community’s values around well-being in a health impact
assessment (Cameron et al., 2011)—just to name a few. As such, qual-
itative data provide rich information for decision makers, such as details
on why and how a proposed activity is perceived as an impact. The data
tell the story of social-environmental systems. Qualitative data can
facilitate a more holistic understanding of the complex interactions
among valued environmental components and potential impacts on
these systems.

Development projects and undertakings occur within complex socio-
ecological systems and many of the projects themselves are complex and
it has been argued that EIA “is not a science, but uses many sciences (and
engineering) in an integrated interdisciplinary manner, evaluating relation-
ships as they occur in the real world” (Caldwell, 1989, p.9). Therefore,
qualitative methods can help us to understand the connections among
biophysical, social, cultural, and health impacts that quantitative ap-
proaches struggle to accommodate in a meaningful way. It is only
through understanding the interactions between people and their envi-
ronment that a clear picture can be obtained of the interactions
(including cumulative effects) that are important — those that identify
impacts that would otherwise be missed from the evidence underpinning
the decisions. This tallies with the findings of researchers who promote
scenario analysis combining qualitative and quantitative methods as the
best means of conducting IA (e.g., Becker, 1988). More recently, we are
seeing an emergence of innovative applications of qualitative ap-
proaches in scenario analysis (e.g., McBride et al., 2017; Ernst et al.,
2018) multi-criteria analysis (e.g., Priya and Venkatesh, 2021), and
systems analysis (e.g., Ehrlich, 2022) methods to understand these
complex human-environment interactions in IA.

Next generation IA incorporates a broader suite of social, cultural,
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health and well-being, economic, and equity and rights-based consid-
erations than were traditionally considered within IA at its advent.
These considerations broaden the scope of IA towards sustainability — a
goal that is characterized by subjectivity, therefore lending itself to-
wards qualitative methods (Wilkins, 2003). A particular concern of
many respondents was also the need to encompass the values of Indig-
enous peoples into the IA process (including by shifting IA structures), to
align with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (United Nations, 2007). This will only be achieved through the
robust implementation of Indigenous approaches combined with qual-
itative science.

Our results support the contention of Therivel and Wood (2018) that
qualitative methods be used to complement quantitative methods, but
furthermore it is important to realize that they most often dig into areas
that quantitative approaches do not expose. We would also argue that
the converse holds to be equally true; i.e., that quantitative methods can
usefully be applied to complement qualitative studies in IA practice. The
results also reveal that it is important to use established standards for
ensuring data trustworthiness, and proven methods for safeguarding
reliability in qualitative research to avoid abuse of qualitative data —
which often relates to inconsistent coding and the cherry-picking of
participant quotes to support certain actions or inaction in IA. The
analysis strongly supports the need to use both quantitative and quali-
tative data to complement each other, in line with other studies that
have examined individual components of next generation IA in isolation,
for example Yauch and Steudel (2003) for cultural impacts, Harris et al.
(2012) for health impacts, Harrison (2011) for human rights impacts,
and the Interorganizational Committee on Principles and Guidelines for
Social Impact Assessment (2003) for social impacts. In combining
qualitative and quantitative analysis it is important to maintain the
richness of qualitative data, not “flatten” them through quantification.

The paper has focused on just one of the barriers that restricts broad
application of qualitative methods in IA, namely lack of knowledge of
the various roles that such methods can usefully play. We recognize that
better understanding these roles is just one small part of a wider strategy
that is needed to change IA policy and practice. Other barriers to the
application of qualitative methods in IA identified in Walker et al.
(2023) such as inertia in IA practice and lack of expertise among IA
practitioners, need to be fully explicated and research is needed into
solutions to these challenges. As such, although this research provides a
contribution to improving the application of qualitative methods in IA,
much more work is still needed in this regard. A limitation of this study
was a sampling strategy that resulted in an underrepresentation of
Indigenous worldviews and methodologies. We recognize many quali-
tative methods do not align with Indigenous worldviews and are not
appropriate in some IA contexts. Further work is needed to more fully
articulate the roles qualitative methods can play in projects potentially
affecting Indigenous communities and to meet the principles of the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigeous Peoples
(UNDRIP). Finally, our research did not focus on the potential for inte-
gration of qualitative and quantitative methods in IA, or the specific
relationship between them. Nevertheless the fact that there is a rela-
tionship between qualitative and quantitative methods in IA came across
strongly in the analysis and points to the need for further research to
identify how they can be integrated to best contribute to the effective
delivery of next generation IA.
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