
Scoping within Integrated Impact Assessments: A pathway for future development and empirical examination

Introduction

Within impact assessments, scoping has been regularly recognised as a key step – whether it is in the developed or developing country context (Wood, 2003; Ebisemiju, 1993; Vanclay, 2003). However, it has also been acknowledged in the literature that there remains a paucity of studies engaging in defining and explains what constitutes the scoping stage. Extant literature has continued to call for greater attention to be directed towards the development of scoping (see Arksey and O'Malley, 2005; Weston, 2000; Mulvihill, 2003 Shankardass et al., 2012).

The scoping stage is particularly important in setting the direction of an entire impact assessment, enabling project proponents to identify and select the most critical issues, analyse assumptions underlying the impact assessment, and define the problems to be addressed as part of the assessment (Mulvihill, 2003; Wood et al., 2006; Snell and Cowell, 2006). From this point, this paper will subsequently provide a review of extant literature on scoping within the integrated impact assessment domain. After which point, will then move on detailing the proposed framework for undertaking the scoping stage within integrated impact assessments. The paper will finish with a conclusion.  
Scoping in Integrated Impact Assessments
An examination of research on integrated impact assessments (IIAs) reveals a distinct need for further theoretical and empirical work to be done on developing project level models. Little conceptual work has been dedicated to comprehensively unravelling the individual stages within the IIA, and most specifically, the scoping stage. Studies have tended to discuss a breadth of considerations to be incorporated, while not developing these clearly for empirical validation, or comparison with other studies within the IIA domain.

An overview of previous studies articulates this point further. For example, Bond et al. (2001), highlights two aspects for ensuring a comprehensive scoping process. These include explicit delineation of the contribution of individual/singular stakeholders in the beginning of the process, and that the scoping process should cut across all dimensions (environmental, social and economic) in order to produce an integrated perspective. And while their study is insightful for the potential areas to be considered within an integrated approach to scoping, it does not provide a clear theoretical basis for empirically examining these components. This research domain is clearly in need of a conceptual framework to guide researchers within the domain, and to provide “a basis for collecting and interpreting data” (Ross and McGee, 2006: 140).

Establishing the conceptual framework

The development of our framework is cognizant of the existence of a screening stage from which the breath of issues are first identified (Orenstein et al., 2010; Kragt et al., 2010; Lee, 2006; De Ridder et al., 2007; Feenstra et al., 1998; Abaza et al., 2004), however, is narrowed for the purpose of this paper to focus on the scoping process. The scoping stage within an integrated impact assessment builds from the screening stage, and involves identifying and attributing significance to issues in preparation for undertaking the later stages of the assessment (De Ridder et al 2007). 
Leveraging from extant literature, we identify six discreet steps within the scoping stage of an integrated impact assessment. These include, 1) identifying the overall project objectives to frame the scoping of the issues (Orenstein et al., 2010; Duncan and Hay 2007), 2) setting the criteria for undertaking issues scoping (Eales and Twigger-Ross, 2003; Hacking and Guthrie, 2008), 3) identifying an approach for issues scoping (Bond et al., 2001; Orenstein et al., 2010; Dey 2002), 4) selecting appropriate tools (De Ridder et al, 2007; Abaza et al., 2004), 5) establishing a statement of issues for the detailed assessment (Abaza et al., 2004), and 6) considering the overall integration of stakeholders within this process (Orenstein et al., 2010; Bond et al., 2001; Abaza et al., 2004).  
Project objectives

Before initiating the scoping process, it is first important to identify and articulate project objectives (Orenstein et al., 2010; Duncan and Hay, 2007). Project objectives influence the nature and type of scoping undertaking, directing how a ‘balanced’ approach is adopted when evaluating multi-disciplinary issues to be considered within the assessment (Duncan and Hay, 2007), and how to integrate stakeholders within this process (Orenstein et al., 2010; Bond et al., 2001; Abaza et al., 2004).  
Extant literature points to the importance of objective setting, albeit with very clear parameters, to ensure that this stage offers a balanced approach. The studies by Orenstein et al. (2010) and Duncan and Hay (2007) reveal the importance of underlying motivations/drivers for project development (whether politically-driven or organization-driven) and its influence in depth and breadth of participatory approach adoption. These studies highlight the inconsistent adoption of a participatory approach in scoping practice, and the influence of this on the methods of scoping. We thus propose that:

Proposition 1a:
Project objectives influence the degree to which a ‘balanced’ approach is taken to the multidisciplinary assessment of issues within scoping.

Proposition 1b:
The type of project proponent (be it a government or organisation) influences the types of project objectives set, and the type of scoping undertaken. 
Setting criteria for issue scoping

Building from project objectives, the next step in undertaking a comprehensive scoping stage is establishing the criteria for issue scoping (Hacking and Guthrie, 2008; Eales and Twigger-Ross, 2003). While international or national standards (see for example, Abaza et al., 2004; Hacking and Guthrie, 2008; Gaudreau and Gibson, 2010) have been one particular method for refining the issues that are to be evaluated in the scoping stage, within the IIA domain, two distinct approaches have been identified – resilience-sustainability (Gaudreau and Gibson, 2010) or aspirational approaches (Hacking and Guthrie, 2008).   

An ‘aspirational’ approach to scoping has been identified in the study Hacking and Guthrie (2008). They argued for a shift from taking a mitigation approach – trying to minimise the impacts created by a project – in setting criteria for scoping, to a more inclusive approach to assessment criteria with the introduction of “aspirational” sustainable development (SD) principles (Pope et al., 2004 in: Hacking and Guthrie, 2008: 83). These aspirational SD principles would see the scoping stage orientated around engaging more holistically with the development challenges of the local community from a multidisciplinary perspective. In a similar light, Gaudreau and Gibson (2010) argue for the development of a comprehensive set of assessment criteria. In their study of a bio-diesel operation in Barbados, they illustrate the integration of generic assessment criteria, with unique issues emerging in the local context, and key sustainability considerations (Gaudreau and Gibson, 2010). The eight criteria established by Gaudreau and Gibson (2010: 235) seek to leverage from a more prescriptive resilience-based criteria, clarifying more specific issues that must be considered within scoping, and the qualities “needed for socio-ecological integrity”, while also providing a common basis for the key sustainability criteria applicable across different contexts. Like Hacking and Guthrie (2008), they argue for an enhancement orientation, rather than simply achieving mitigation. Thus, building from extant literature, we propose:
Proposition 2: 
A non-prescriptive approach to criteria setting in issue scoping will influence the level of local contextualisation and multidisciplinary approach adopted.

Approaches to issue scoping 

The next step in the scoping process is to determine appropriate approach to issue scoping. This primarily involves determining the extent of stakeholder involvement within scoping exercise (Bond et al., 2001; Orenstein et al., 2010; Dey 2002; Abaza et al., 2004). In the literature, two broad approaches to issue scoping can be identified - the technical (Bond et al., 2001; Orenstein et al., 2010) and the participatory approach (Bond et al., 2001; Orenstein et al., 2010; Dey 2002). These two approaches attempt to frame how issues are identified and evaluated in a preliminary assessment, and are principally delineated in their approach through the method by which they involve the full breadth of stakeholders that may be impacted upon by the project. The varying degree to which each of these two approaches involve stakeholders differentiates the legitimacy, breath and relevance of issues identified, and community engagement associated with each approach. 

Looking first at the technical approach, this involves the use of outcomes from previous documentation (of stakeholder concerns), expert judgements, adoption of economic analysis tools (Orenstein et al., 2010; Bond et al, 2001), and results displayed in a traditional single discipline-based format (Orenstein et al., 2010).This approach emphasizes the importance of having 'experts' who are well versed within the issues associated with the projected organizational activities, as well as the local community. Participatory approach, however, emphasize the integration of a broader set of stakeholders, including local communities, in the process of issues scoping (Orenstein et al., 2010; Bond et al., 2001). For the context of IIA, Rajaram and Das (2008) argue that the local knowledge garnered through a broadened set of stakeholder, particularly local stakeholders, can offer greater insights into issues from different dimensions and their inter-relationship - or as they refer to, the local linkages. Thus, building from extant literature, we propose the following two propositions to reflect existing methods for scoping issues.  
Proposition 3a:
The adoption of participatory approaches to scoping issues will increase the legitimacy, breath and relevance of issues identified, and community engagement associated with IIAs.


Proposition 3b:
The adoption of technical approaches will inhibit the integration of issues being considered, and limit the external legitimacy of the scoping exercise.

Tools for issue scoping 

Once the appropriate approach to issue scoping is determined, this then directs the selection of tools utilised within this stage. This step entails choosing a tool type that enables a multidisciplinary perspective embedded in an IIA, while staying as practical as possible (Abaza et al., 2004). The types of tools selected determines the breadth and depth of impact analysis, hence the importance placed on this step cannot be over-emphasized. And although there is the capacity to undertake this stage without the use of any formal tools for the refinement and selection of significant issues to be considered for further assessment (De Ridder et al, 2007; Winkler et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2006; Abaza et al., 2004), a range of tools are available. The main tools identified within extant literature include multi-criteria analysis, checklists, cost-benefit analysis, geographical information systems, and science based modelling tools (Wood et al., 2006; Hacking and Guthrie, 2008; Janssen, 2001; Kragt et al., 2010; Bond et al., 2001). 

When examining practitioners tool use, Wood et al. (2006) notes approximately 30% of LPA and statutory consultees do not utilise any specific method when scoping issues. Flexibility in tool use is also evident from this study, with many consultants, LPA and statutory consultees utilising a case-by-case scenario and adopting tools to suit the situation. Studies have, however, also highlighted the predominance in the use of checklists (Glasson et al., 1999; Weston 2000; Abaza et al., 2004). Looking beyond the tools available for use in issues scoping, De Ridder et al. (2007) also suggest that the use of tools can be transferred from screening stage with option of redefinition in the scoping stage. It makes intuitive sense to leverage from a consistent platform when identifying and refining the issues to be considered within the IIA. Thus, building from extant literature, we propose:
Proposition 4a:
Tool selection will be determined by a case-by-case scenario to suit the particular situation being evaluated 

Proposition 4b:
The use of similar tools from the screening stage will increase the consistency in evaluating the project issues and impacts. 

Issues Statement/Terms of Reference 

The outcome of issues scoping process, we argue, is presented as a statement which lists key issues to focus on for the detailed assessment (Lee, 2006). Some studies refer to this as a Terms of Reference (ToR) (Lee, 2006; Abaza et al., 2004). Studies suggest the statement should comprise of project objectives, framed issues, scoping/assessment criteria, and issues selected for further assessment (Lee, 2006). According to Abaza et al. (2004), ToRs should include potentially significant impacts for detailed assessment in subsequent stages (prediction, evaluation etc.) with recommendation/suggestions for alternative project activities, as well as include a working design for stakeholder engagement. Although the context of this suggestion is focused on environmental issues, it is and could be intuitively expanded to be applied in an integrated impact assessment perspective. While little empirical work has been done on detailing this step within the scoping stage, we argue that this is an intuitive conclusion to the process of scoping, and thus propose:

Proposition 5:
Scoping concludes with the development of a detailed Terms of Reference (ToR) which will be utilised to assess whether a full assessment is needed, or to communicate with stakeholders. 

Stakeholder Involvement 

The final step we present for a comprehensive scoping process within the IIA domain is stakeholder involvement, which forms a cyclical process – potentially throughout the entire scoping process. Project assessors can seek out perspectives from all parties affected by the proposed project - from project developers to local community residents. Studies have highlighted the limited involvement of stakeholders in the scoping process due to absence of regulatory guidelines directing this engagement (Wood et al., 2006). This is despite the fact it is well documented in the literature of the invaluable insights which could be generated and utilized in addressing complexities surrounding significant issues (Glasson et al., 1999; Palerm, 2000; Abaza et al., 2004). It has been identified in extant literature that the key reasons behind this limited involvement of stakeholders can include “consultation fatigue; community scepticism; developer reluctance; resource constraints and inappropriate methods” (Wood et al., 2006: 236). We thus propose that: 

Proposition 6a:
Stakeholder involvement will increase the credibility and legitimacy of issue scoping.

Proposition 6b:
The level of stakeholder engagement in issue scoping will be determined by the level of regulatory guidance provided.

Discussion and Conclusion

Scoping has been identified as a critical stage within impact assessments (Barton and Grant, 2008), and despite the centrality of this stage in directing project assessors towards the most important issues to be evaluated, there remains ongoing questions as to its operationalization. This is particularly the case with the IIA perspective, which presents further challenges in attempting to balance the assessment of issues across economic, environmental and social dimensions (Bond et al., 2001). A comprehensive examination of extant literature on integrated impact assessments (IIAs) at the project level reveals that concept of scoping is under-researched, and requiring a pathway in which to guide future theoretical and empirical work to be done on developing project level models. In developing the scoping process for IIAs, it is hoped that a greater integration can be achieved across a multi-disciplinary perspective (Rajaram and Das, 2008). In providing these guidelines for the scoping process, it is also hoped that a more systematic process can be adopted to developing an IIA framework to guide practitioners and begin to bridge the gap between research and practice. While a paucity of research is evident in developing the IIA framework, it is the ambition of this study to contribute towards developing a conceptual framework to guide researchers within the IIA domain, and to provide a clearer “basis for collecting and interpreting data” (Ross and McGee, 2006: 140). 
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