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Problem Description 
Question Response 

Description of the 
problem and purpose 
of the proposed 
research  
 

Major transport projects are planned and implemented for the benefit of the wider 
NSW community. However, they also have the potential to significantly impact 
localised areas and can attract considerable community opposition. This is 
especially the case for communities that are heavily impacted through construction 
and/or operation, but directly gain little benefit, for example, the asset is servicing 
an upstream community or deliverable significantly removed from the main area of 
impact. 

If there is community opposition or loss of community acceptance, this can 
significantly delay the commencement and completion of planned transport 
projects. This may result in substantially increased costs and, in some cases, may 
result in project abandonment or failure.  

The power of social media has increased the risk and complexity of community 
acceptance of transport projects. In particular, social media platforms provide an 
easy method for developing community opposition to campaigns that can attract the 
attention of large numbers of people and the media. 

‘Social licence to operate’ is a concept that has previously gained considerable 
traction in the mining and financial services sectors by helping to establish and 
maintain community acceptance and approval. This concept now has a wider 
application across a large range of projects that impact the community. According 
to the Australian Government Department of Industry, Innovation and Science,1 
social licence to operate must be constantly renewed through active, broad-based 
community engagement for the entire lifespan of the project. 

With a huge pipeline of transport infrastructure currently being planned and 
constructed across NSW, Transport for NSW (TfNSW) may have lessons to learn 
from the concept of social licence to operate. Although it can be argued that 
elements of social licence to operate are already incorporated into a number of 
transport projects, both TfNSW and the communities our assets serve would benefit 
from a more systematic and comprehensive approach. Therefore, the purpose of 
the proposed research is to evaluate existing strategies for improving social licence 
to operate, and their applicability to transport projects. The intent is to examine if 
such strategies may assist to enhance community support for project outcomes via 
enhanced legitimacy, credibility and trust, with a resultant improvement in project 
delivery. Strategies both before a project, during and after completion are of 
interest. 

                                                      
1 Australian Government Department of Industry, Innovation and Science (n.d) Community relations best practice: Social licence to operate. 
Accessed on 11th April, 2018 from: https://industry.gov.au/resource/Programs/LPSD/Community-engagement-and-development/Best-
practice/Pages/Social-licence-to-operate.aspx   
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Hypothesis & Variables 
Question Response 

For explanatory 
research, please 
describe a clear 
hypothesis with 
variables for testing 
For exploratory 
research, please 
describe how the 
proposed research will 
contribute to future 
explanatory research 

The overall aim of the proposed research is to identify strategies that will support 
the successful planning approval, construction and operation of major transport 
projects via the application of ‘social licence to operate’ and the attainment of 
community acceptance and approval. It is hypothesised that the application of 
strategies to improve social licence to operate across TfNSW’s major transport 
projects may enhance community support for project outcomes via enhanced 
legitimacy, credibility and trust, with a resultant improvement in project delivery. 

Sub research questions that underpin the overall aim of this research and influence 
potential strategies include: 

• What offsets make a difference to people in affected communities? 

• How do we communicate benefits and disadvantages effectively? 

• To what extent are negative impacts seen as the inevitable price for the 
benefits? Are win-win scenarios achievable? 

• How do we minimise windfall gains for the few (escalated land values from our 
capital investments) without appropriate value capture for the government that 
can be distributed widely in the region affected? 

• Who has capacity to influence decisions? How can voice and power be more 
evenly distributed? 

• How do we measure community satisfaction prior to and after a project in order 
to benchmark and monitor satisfaction and dissatisfaction? 

 
It is anticipated that potential future research projects would seek to gain an 
understanding of the implications of TfNSW’s increasing franchisee operations and 
infrastructure privatisation in relation to social licence to operate. 

  

Application of ‘social licence to operate’ 
in TfNSW transport projects 

Community 
support and 
project delivery 
improvement 



 

Page 3 of 4 

 

Strategic Criteria & Alignment 
Question Response 

Alignment with 
strategic theme 

This Problem Statement is aligned with the research theme ‘Sustainability’. The 
research will allow for better understanding of the equity effects of infrastructure 
decision-making and focuses on TfNSW’s role in delivering broader objectives such 
as liveability, wellbeing and social impacts. 

External driver of 
change analysis  
Outline how the research 
will better position TfNSW 
to respond proactively 
to macro drivers of change 

We use PESTLE analysis to identify and describe the external drivers of change 
that this research would help TfNSW be in a better position to respond to.  

Political/Economic  

The use of ‘social licence to operate’ is becoming more and more prominent. It can 
be seen in the mining sector, and is emerging in other sectors. Many of Australia’s 
prominent financial institutions (for example Westpac) and developers (for example 
Mirvac) are actively introducing programs and initiatives that seek to address and 
promote their social licence to operate. Further, the ASX Council is currently 
proposing to recognise the “fundamental importance of a listed entity’s social 
licence to operate and the need for it to act lawfully, ethically and in a socially 
responsible manner in order to preserve that licence”.  

Environmental 

‘Social licence’ is an increasingly included concept in environmental accountability. 
With direct relevance to TfNSW, version 2 of the forthcoming Infrastructure 
Sustainability Council of Australia (ISCA) ‘Infrastructure Sustainability’ Rating Tool 
is being updated to include credits related to social licence to operate.  

Social 

Through social licence, the ability to balance uneven power relationships between 
stakeholders is improved. 

Legal 

Social licence is relevant to the legal issues of procedural fairness and solatium 
(compensation for trouble and upset, in addition to market-based compensation). 

It can therefore be seen that social licence to operate is becoming more established 
and widely used. 

Forward looking  In a future environment where transport operations may be partially or fully 
franchised and infrastructure privatised, research investigating a social licence to 
operate is forward-looking and proactive.  

Potential research 
impact 

The research will have significant impact in helping to shape TfNSW’s core 
business through enhancing community support for project outcomes via enhanced 
legitimacy, credibility and trust, with a resultant improvement in project delivery. 
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Technical Criteria 
Question Response 

Innovation 
Outline how the proposed 
research will result in new 
knowledge 

The proposed research will provide insight into a topic where TfNSW currently has 
limited documented knowledge and capability. This research has potential for 
significant positive impact. 

Basis in completed 
research and/or 
observed practice 

Although the use of social licence to operate is becoming more prominent across a 
range of industries, there is limited research on the application to transport 
infrastructure projects. 

Feasible data 
requirements 

Exploratory research, no data requirements. 

Level of Collaboration & Resource Requirements 
Question Response 

Level of collaboration 
Please select the level of 
collaboration required to 
complete the proposed 
research 

1. ‘Quick-Fire’ Research ☐ 

Intense bursts of research activity (e.g. under 8 weeks). Intended to make use of 
‘hackathon’-type environments, where students/researchers work collaboratively 
and intensely on particular problems involving data interrogation and visualisation. 

 2. Undergraduate Final-Year Research  ☒ 

Suitable for final-year undergraduate students (e.g. capstone, Honours) as part of 
the research requirements for their undergraduate degree (i.e. 1 to 2 semesters). 

 3. Higher Degree Research  ☒ 

Project may form whole or part of a postgraduate research degree (i.e. Masters, 
PhD), and contribute to new knowledge (i.e. 1 to 3 years). 

 4. Major Collaborations and Funded Research  ☐ 

Project may form the basis for a significant collaboration agreement between 
TfNSW and the relevant research institution, including major competitive grant 
funding (e.g. Australian Research Council funding with TfNSW as an industry 
partner). 

Comments One-year research project suitable for final year or Honours thesis. This project 
could form all or part of a PhD or Master of Research. 

Supporting TfNSW 
resources 

TfNSW will facilitate access to subject matter experts and project support (up to 4 
hours per week). TfNSW will also endeavour to help attain required data. 
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