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Welcome to the 3rd Annual State of 
Infrastructure and Engagement  

Four years ago the Next Generation Engagement program launched an industry-wide conversation about 
what community engagement means for infrastructure project selection, planning and delivery. Since that 
opening gambit we have worked with dozens of industry leaders and hundreds of professionals to build an 
evidence base to support the excellent community engagement necessary to successful project delivery.  

The 3rd Annual State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey is one of a suite of research projects being 
delivered with and for the infrastructure industry by the ANU Institute for Infrastructure in Society (I2S). 
The survey is the largest study of its kind, providing annual insights into the experiences of infrastructure 
professionals and the influences of social and community issues on project delivery.  

This year’s survey delivers data on: 

• Major influences of project delay
• The role of a variety of social and community pressures on project status or outcome 
• Resourcing and support for community engagement practices within organisations 
• The extent to which social risk is a factor in project delivery 
• How the industry understands, identifies and manages social risk 
• The role of community engagement in successful project delivery.   

The 2019-2020 State of Infrastructure and Engagement reveals an industry in the throes 
of intensive delivery, striving to keep up with planned budgets and timelines. 
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Research with industry, for industry 

The Institute for Infrastructure in Society (I2S) is Australia’s premier research institute into the social 
considerations shaping major project selection, planning and delivery. The Institute delivers unique sector-
level research to inform improved community engagement, address cumulative impacts of major projects, 
model poorly defined social risks and shape public policy. Our work provides research evidence to reduce 
socio-environmental risks, improve community experiences of major infrastructure project delivery, inform 
best practice industry-government-community engagement and improve policies that govern social 
impact management. We work in direct partnership with leading industry and government bodies, civil 
society and communities. We are committed to highly engaged research where university researchers and 
industry, government and communities work meaningfully together to generate new knowledge, refine 
ways of working and support optimal outcomes. 

We would like to acknowledge and thank I2S’ Major Partners, Lendlease, the Queensland Government 
Department of Transport and Main Roads, Transurban and the Victorian Government Major Transport 
Infrastructure Authority. The insights provided here would not be possible without the regular participation 
of hundreds of individuals working in and with Australia’s infrastructure sector. We thank each of you for 
sharing your time, ideas and expertise.  

Professor Sara Bice 

Director, Institute for 
Infrastructure in Society 
Crawford School of Public Policy 
The Australian National University

Ms Kirsty O’Connell 

Industry Director  
Institute for Infrastructure in 
Society 
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Executive Summary

The 2019-2020 State of Infrastructure and Engagement Report marks our third year of delivering insights 
into community engagement, stakeholder pressure, social licence to operate and social risks impacting 
Australia’s major projects. Each year the State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey tracks infrastructure 
sector professionals’ experiences of a range of issues, including project status and budgets and the factors 
they identify as most influential to project outcomes. The survey also takes a deep dive into a unique, 
priority issue each year. This year, we’ve focused on social risk—how it is identified, assessed and managed.  

Pipeline under pressure 

In 2019, the majority of Australian projects were in stages most vulnerable to stakeholder pressures. 
These pressures, combined with project funding and regulatory and planning issues, contributed to a 
delivery environment where almost three-quarters of respondents reported experiencing project delays or 
cancellations (73%). The percentage of respondents who experienced a project completed on-time and on-
budget in 2019 (23%) declined 70% on 2018 figures. Across the board, more than half of projects reported 
on in 2019 were delayed (55%), delayed indefinitely (10%), cancelled (8%), completed then mothballed (8%) 
or completed but not as originally intended (18%). The percentage of respondents experiencing projects 
that were underway on budget, on schedule and within scope in 2019 was down 22% on 2018 figures. 

The question is why? Is this situation a red flag for Australia’s infrastructure sector? Is 
it simply a snapshot of the natural ebb and flow of project lifecycles? 
Is a worrying trend emerging? Or is it too early to tell? 

Reliable insights from those in-the-know

In this Survey Report, we explore the data provided by 266 infrastructure sector professionals working with 
governments, major contractors and operators, non-governmental organisations and government owned 
enterprises throughout Australia. Over one-third of respondents work at Senior Management or Executive 
levels, with more than half of respondents working primarily in Community or Stakeholder Engagement 
focused roles. Respondents represent all major infrastructure sectors in all states and territories, and bring 
overseas experience.  

Top three trends influencing delays: Funding, Stakeholder pressure, Regulatory issues 

Our third annual survey reveals a clear trend in the factors most influential in project delays, cancellations, 
mothballing or delivery different to that originally intended. 

Project funding, stakeholder and community pressure and regulatory and planning issues take out the 
top three spots for factors most influential to project delivery for the third year running. 
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Small but mighty. And mightily under-resourced?  

Respondents awarded high marks for the quality of engagement delivered for major Australian infrastructure 
projects. Fifty-nine percent of respondents whose roles involve community engagement gave their 
organisations a grade of ‘B’ or ‘A’ for their current approaches to community engagement. The majority of 
community engagement professionals surveyed (71%) report that colleagues working in other disciplines 
within their organisations are willing or very willing to support community engagement activities or advice. 
Three-quarters of community engagement professionals surveyed report that community engagement is 
valued in their organisations. 

The majority of respondents working in community engagement roles (59%) reported that budgets 
allocated for community engagement average 1% or less of total project budgets. Our 2018-2019 Survey, 
which focused on the professionalization of community engagement, found that 40 percent of community 
engagement teams have five or fewer members. Combined, these findings suggest that community 
engagement teams are small but mighty, and perhaps mightily under-resourced. 

Social risks are too risky to ignore 

Each year, the State of Infrastructure and Engagement takes a deep dive into an issue of major importance 
for the infrastructure sector. Our 2019-2020 Survey focused on social risk to explore how it is understood, 
whether and how it is measured and how impactful it is perceived to be for project outcomes. Almost 
60% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that in 2019 management of social risk played a major 
role in the outcomes of projects on which they were working. Yet even where projects have an identified 
high level of social risk, more than one-third of projects do not have that risk incorporated into project risk 
registers (37%). Other processes commonly used to deal with traditional types of risk were not used as 
commonly as might be hoped. For example, complaints mechanisms did not consider social risks in 41% of 
cases, while contracts did not consider social risks in 64% of cases. The majority of respondents are forced 
to rely on personal experience, advice from colleagues or their own ‘gut feeling’ to identify the social risks 
of a project. Less than half of respondents (41%) agree that social risk is understood and managed as well 
as other types of risk. 

The results reveal a critical gap in the sector’s capacity to be aware of and respond effectively to social 
risks that materially affect on-time, on-budget delivery.

This report shines a light on the most common and most impactful stakeholder pressures. It reveals a 
community engagement profession that is increasingly well-integrated into regular business but which 
remains sorely under-budgeted and thinly staffed. 
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The 2019-2020 State of Infrastructure and Engagement finds that social risks related to major infrastructure 
projects have a material influence on project delivery. Yet the findings also reveal that social risks—broadly 
defined as threats to individuals’ and communities’ livelihoods as a result of social changes precipitated 
by major projects—are generally poorly understood, intuitively managed and retrospectively mitigated. 
This situation is by no means unique to the infrastructure sector. Since 2000 when the United Nations first 
formally recognised ‘social risk’, many major industries have grappled with how best to understand and 
integrate social risk considerations into their businesses, activities and policies.i  

This year’s survey findings demonstrate that there is an immediate and important need to better integrate 
social risk into traditional risk management. Social risks generate consequent business risks primarily 
through community opposition or outrage, especially where projects are controversial, lack political 
support or produce environmental impacts. Targeted action on social risk will therefore be critical to major 
projects’ and organisations’ social licence to operate. Action on social risk will also be core to reducing 
the project delays or cancellations that result from common and highly impactful stakeholder pressures, 
including lobbying government.  

This report summarises the State of Infrastructure and Engagement findings about social risk, with more 
detailed insights available in our companion ‘Deep Dive’ report. This report also offers important insights into 
the broader context in which social risks are occurring. Inside, we track respondents’ experiences of project 
status, explore the most influential factors impacting on-time and on-budget project delivery, investigate 
the standing and experiences of community engagement practice and unpack the top challenges facing 
Australia’s infrastructure sector. 

The findings presented here were collected well before COVID-19 became a household term. But it is 
worthwhile considering what these early findings might tell us about our unexpected and still-uncertain 
situation. We predict that social risks will become more prominent and pressing as the infrastructure sector 
takes up its central role in national pandemic recovery. The domestic and international socio-economic 
fallout from the pandemic, which at time of publication is a going concern, will likely crystallise in 2021-
2022.ii,iii,iv This means that we will continue to see the societal impacts of the pandemic emerge over the 
coming year. For Australia’s infrastructure sector this will most likely involve: issues related to project 
streamlining or fast-tracking, including community opposition; a potential reduction in citizens’ willingness 
or capacity to participate in project-related engagements due to ‘pandemic fatigue’ or ‘disaster stress’; 
and increased pressure on communities through acceleration of cumulative impacts resulting from fast-
tracking.v,vi   

The data and analysis from the first three State of Infrastructure and Engagement surveys, including those 
shared in this Report, provide the sector with a helpful benchmark as we look to the future. Key questions 
will revolve around understanding how the pandemic has affected the industry, the critical considerations 
for post-pandemic community engagement and forward paths. Watch this space. In the meantime, let’s 
have a look at what we know now.

Introduction 
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Survey respondents comprised 266 individuals working across all major sectors of Australian infrastructure. 
Respondents’ sectors of work align well with the current Australian project pipeline (see, Figure 1). Of the 
12 major sectors represented by respondents, 16% worked across roads, 13% on urban development or 
renewal, 12% on social infrastructure (a figure we expect to rise, post-pandemic), 11% on rail and 10% on 
water, followed by energy, utilities, airports, mining, ports and telecommunications. Respondents bring 
work experience in all Australian States and Territories, with 8% offering overseas experience (see, Figure 
1). The mean dollar value for projects on which respondents were working in 2019 was $2.02 billion.

Respondents also represented a good mix of the types of organisations involved in infrastructure selection, 
planning and delivery throughout Australia. Governments are well represented (40%), followed by 
consulting or advisory firms (30%), major contractors (11%), government-owned enterprises or statutory 
authorities (8%), project developers/operators (5%) and NGOs (3%) (see, Figure 2). 

Work experience
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Figure 1: Respondents' locations and sectors of work. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey, 2019-2020. 

Work experience

Survey respondents

Figure 2: Respondents’ type of organisation. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement, 2019-2020.
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Survey respondents

Figure 3: Respondents’ role type and primary role focus. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement, 2019-2020. 
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Respondents represented a good split between senior managers and executives (36%) and team members 
(32%), with managers or team leaders also well represented (25%) (see, Figure 3). Within these roles, 
the majority of respondents are focused primarily on community engagement (58%), followed by project 
management (14%), communications (7%) and engineering or design (5%). The Report also incorporates 
views from a minority of respondents working in planning and assessment, policy or regulation, finance 
and environmentally focused roles (total combined, 7%).    
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Figure 4: Respondents’ project statuses. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey, 2019-2020. 

Each year, the State of Infrastructure and Engagement survey asks respondents how all of the projects on 
which they are working are tracking. In 2019, delays were common, with 73% of respondents experiencing 
a project that was delayed or cancelled. This includes 55% of respondents experiencing at least one project 
that was delayed (up 13% from 2018 figures), 10% experiencing indefinite delays and 8% experiencing 
cancellations. Overall, this represented a 10 percentage point increase on 2018 figures, when 63% of 
respondents reported at least one project being delayed or cancelled during that year.  

While the proportion of respondents experiencing delays or cancellations was up on 2018 figures, 
experiences of projects being completed on time and on budget decreased considerably. The percentage 
of respondents reporting at least one of their projects completing on time and on budget dropped 53 
percentage points from 2018 (76%) to 23% in 2019. This 70% decrease in reporting of on time and on 
budget completions may appear concerning on its surface, but it is important to note that the survey 
captures a snapshot of projects in time. Caution in interpretation is required. It could be that fewer projects 
were slated for completion in 2019. Given that respondents also reported a 15 percentage point decrease 
in projects underway on budget, on schedule and within scope, however, it appears that the decrease is 
unlikely to be explained by delivery cycle stages alone. More research is needed in order to explain exactly 
why these figures are being reported. But the data shows a considerable reduction in on-time, on-budget 
completions, which should be cause for attention.  

Knowing that project delays are commonly experienced, the important question becomes why and what 
role could community engagement play in potentially reducing delays, especially those that become costly 
to projects and to communities?  

Insight: Rise in experiences of project delays  
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By understanding which factors are most influential to project delays, government and industry have a 
critical chance to address these aspects of planning and delivery. While much attention traditionally (and 
importantly) focuses on technical aspects, findings show that it is factors related to funding, stakeholders 
and regulation which are most influential to project delays.  

Project funding was identified by respondents as the factor most influential to project delays (28%), 
followed by stakeholder and community pressure (21%) and regulatory and planning issues (20%) (Figure 
5). Since 2017, these three factors have held the top three positions of influence, and we know them to 
be intimately interconnected. Issues related to project funding may include budget overspends, funding 
withdrawals or failure to award additional necessary funding. This may be linked to common regulatory and 
planning issues, including policy changes, especially resulting from project politicization or election results. 
Stakeholder and community pressure—which can take many forms, including social media campaigns, 
lobbying government or holding protests—can considerably influence project politicization. 

Where respondents reported experiencing stakeholder pressures in 2019, one quarter of respondents 
stated that these pressures affected project delays or cancellations ‘a lot’ or ‘a great deal’. Such 
pressures, even when they spark delays, can also improve projects’ ultimate performance or outcomes by 
encouraging better alignment with community needs and interest. The transformational change possible 
through improved attention to community and stakeholder pressure is less about reducing or eliminating 
such pressure but more about how to better identify, understand and take seriously communities’ concerns.  
This needs to occur as early as project design and selection stages to alleviate the later pressures that do 
strongly influence project delays.  

Figure 5 shows a breakdown and comparison of each of the major influences of project delay since 2017.

Insight: Factors most influential to project 
delays  
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Figure 5: Major influences of project Delay: 2017-2020. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey.  

Since  2017,  Project Funding, Stakeholder Pressures and Regulatory and 
Policy Issuses have  held  the  top  three  positions  of  influence,  and  we  
know  them  to  be intimately interconnected.
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Respondents who experienced stakeholder pressures on their projects in 2019 were asked to identify all 
the different types of stakeholder actions experienced and to judge how impactful those actions were 
to their projects. What emerges is an interesting picture in which the prevalence of certain types of 
stakeholder pressure does not equate to its influence. For example, social media topped the list of types 
of stakeholder pressures experienced, with half of all respondents experiencing some form of stakeholder 
pressure via social media in 2019. But only eight percent of respondents indicated that social media was 
the most impactful form of stakeholder pressure experienced (see Figure 6). That gong went to lobbying 
of government, with almost a quarter of respondents (22%) voting lobbying as the most impactful type of 
stakeholder pressure experienced in 2019. To the point about prevalence vs impact, only 35% of respondents 
reported experiencing lobbying. Similarly, 42% of respondents experienced petitioning, with 18% ranking 
petitions as the most impactful stakeholder action. While 41% of respondents experienced stakeholder 
action via mainstream media, only 9% dubbed that particular action as most impactful.  

Insight: The prevalence of stakeholder 
pressure may not equal its impact 

Types of stakeholder pressure experienced

Figure 6: Prevalence of certain stakeholder pressures does not equate to impact. Source: State of Infrastructure and 

Engagement Survey 2019-2020. 
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The close interrelation of funding, stakeholder pressures and politics becomes even clearer when we look 
deeper into factors influencing project delay. For respondents experiencing project delays, we asked, 
‘Which, if any, of the following issues did the project(s) also experience in 2019?’  

Almost three-quarters of respondents (72%) reported that lost time for staff dealing with stakeholder 
issues contributed to project delays. Given what we know from our data about the size and resourcing of 
community engagement teams, we suggest that this considerable and costly lost time is occurring partly 
due to under-resourcing. This issue is particularly challenging to address because it poses a classic chicken 
or egg problem: Is staff time lost because stakeholder pressures are so considerable that they would be 
overwhelming despite resourcing levels? Or do intense stakeholder pressures develop because too few 
resources were invested in community engagement in the first instance?    

Lost staff time was followed by 38% of respondents experiencing lost confidence from their shareholding 
Minister or Department. Such attitudes could result in greater project scrutiny, withdrawal of proactive 
media support for the project or in policy changes that affected project delivery.  

Experiences of removal of key staff from a project (37%), withdrawal of funding or failure to award additional 
necessary funding (24%) and public statements from delivery or planning agencies distancing themselves 
from particular projects (20%) were also reported as factors influential to project delays.  

These findings, especially those related to loss of political or government confidence and government 
distancing from particular projects, reveal the close and very real interplay between regulatory and policy 
issues, project funding and stakeholder pressures. It is safe to infer that where government confidence is 
lost, funding challenges and stakeholder concerns are likely to follow. Similarly, it is highly likely that where 
stakeholder pressures increase, government may begin to distance themselves from particular projects, 
as those projects become politicised. These interactions are non-linear and complex but they are most 
certainly occurring and they are materially affecting project delivery.  

Insight: Project politicisation costs time and 
causes delays  
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Figure 7: Project politicisation and lost staff time due to stakeholder issues fuel delays. Source: State of Infrastructure and 

Engagement Survey 2019-2020.
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We asked survey participants, “If you had to list the top three challenges for infrastructure delivery in 
Australia, what would they be?” Thematic qualitative analysis of the 184 responses to this question allowed 
us to group individual responses into categories. Politics and funding again emerged as top issues, 
according to sector professionals (see, Figure 8). Here, politics and funding were identified as the top 
challenges facing Australia’s infrastructure delivery now and into the future.  

Politics included responses as direct as ‘politicisation’, concerns about the roles of lobby groups, the 
challenges faced at elections where the parties in charge of government change, and politicians using 
infrastructure projects as campaign levers or bolsters to their own interests, not the community’s. Other 
responses coded under ‘politics’ included related issues regarding pursuit of political agendas, lack of 
bipartisanship and a focus on ‘quick wins’ that is detrimental to the long-term planning necessary to major 
infrastructure delivery.  

A related concern about ‘project prioritisation’, including the timing and selection of projects during a 
period of intensive need and delivery, was raised by almost 5% of respondents. Similar issues were also 
noted by 6% of respondents who flagged ‘integration and coordination’ as a major challenge to delivery. 
These responses included comment on the importance of intraorganizational coordination as well as cross-
agency and cross-sector alignment for funding, planning, selection and delivery. ‘Integrated planning’ was 
also mentioned, with respondents signalling the importance of place based infrastructure or systemic 
planning that addresses “the way decision[s] connect with all the others that go to shape the places where 
people live.” 

‘Government vision, capacity and direction’ was identified by just over 10% of respondents as the top 
challenge to infrastructure delivery, extending issues included under ‘project prioritisation’. Responses in 
this category included the need for improved confidence in government planning, selection and delivery 
capacity, as well as a desire for government and public administration with the cognate skills and experiences 
to guide infrastructure delivery. Respondents called for governments to take better leadership, generate 
and pursue clear, long-term visions for communities and to show clear and stable policy directions aligned 
with those visions.  

Concerns about funding related to levels of funding, the necessity to grant appropriate funding amounts, 
sustainability of funding, competition for limited funding, increasing project costs and the allocation of 
funding for the purpose of ‘quick wins’ for politicians with funding reduced or withdrawn once political 
ambitions are met.  

‘Community opposition’ sat just outside the top three challenges, placing number four at 7.6% of 
respondents’ mentions. ‘NIMBY’ attitudes, a need for better engagement to assist communities to accept 
or deal with change, and working with community perceptions about particular projects were all noted 
as important components of community opposition. Related concerns about ‘community engagement 
quality’ were raised by just over 4% of respondents. These responses noted concerns about ‘tick-a-box’ 
engagement, poor understanding of local stakeholders or tokenistic engagement involving ‘prescriptive 
approaches’ to community members.  

These findings underline that the top challenges facing Australia’s infrastructure delivery encompass 
financial, public policy and social issues. In a sector highly skilled in planning, design, project engineering 
and construction, the majority of challenges fall into areas that are socially focused, less amenable to 
direct control and operating on timescales different to those that best suit major infrastructure. There 
is important work still to be done in the areas of understanding social risks, working effectively with 
communities towards long-term visions and depoliticising projects to elevate community benefit above 
short-term political gains.

Insight: Politics identified as the top 
challenge facing infrastructure delivery 
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Politics 17.4%

Funding 16.8%
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 Prioritising projects 4.9%
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Social licence 2.7%

Lack of transparency or comms 2.7%

Top challenges facing Australia's infrastructure sector, according to the 
professionals

n=184

Figure 8: Top three challenges for infrastructure delivery: Politics, funding and government vision. Source: State of Infrastructure 

and Engagement Survey 2019-2020.  
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Intensive infrastructure delivery is placing pressure on communities experiencing cumulative impacts of 
multiple projects and on the governments and project teams delivering in this environment. Cumulative 
impacts mean the ‘successive, incremental and combined impacts of one or more [projects] on society, 
the economy and the environment’.vii This means that cumulative impacts result from a variety of forces, 
including how distinct projects within a shared geographic area create their own impacts and also interact 
with one-another.  

From an industry perspective, we can begin to explore cumulative impacts by investigating the status of 
projects being managed by respondents (e.g. on-time/on-budget; delayed) and whether and how different 
project statuses might be related. A total of 471 responses were recorded, with the majority of respondents 
(53%) experiencing only one type of project status in 2019 (e.g. delayed), 17% dealing with three types of 
project status and a further 13% handling two types of project statuses. This reflects the situation in which 
many sector professionals are working simultaneously on multiple, major projects, with not all of those 
going to plan.  

For respondents managing multiple projects, where at least one project was reported as delayed indefinitely, 
those individuals also had a high likelihood of a project being cancelled. Experiences of difficulties on one 
project appear to increase the likelihood that other projects will also have issues. Where respondents 
reported experiencing at least one project ‘completed but not used as originally intended’, ‘completed but 
then mothballed’ or ‘delayed’ in 2019, these respondents were less likely than others to also have at least 
one project tracking according to budget and schedule. More research into the interrelationship between 
project statuses is required to test whether the apparent relationships emerging from this year’s data hold 
true. What these findings do suggest is that the status of projects under management by one organisation 
or team does seem to influence the status of other projects, pointing to the importance of cumulative 
impacts management. Teams should also be encouraged to maintain awareness that, even when projects 
they are managing do not seem interconnected, the status of one project may influence another, separate 
project. 

Insight: Cumulative impacts need attention
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Stakeholder pressures and the management and mitigation of social risks are clearly important to project 
success and to the delivery of benefits to communities. But how well is community engagement valued 
within organisations? And how willing are colleagues from other disciplines, including engineering and 
project management, to follow advice and activities suggested by community engagement staff?  

Three-quarters of professionals working in community engagement (or related) roles ‘agree’ or ‘strongly 
agree’ that community engagement is valued within their organisations (see, Figure 9). Among these 
professionals, 71% report that colleagues from other disciplines are ‘willing’ or ‘very willing’ to support 
community engagement activities or advice. This year’s findings reflect the prior year’s survey responses, 
where 84% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that community engagement was valued within 
their organisations and 88% reported colleagues from other disciplines as being willing or very willing to 
support their suggested activities or advice.  

This buy-in of other disciplines is vital to the ability of community engagement teams to support their 
projects’ work and timelines. It is also core to the types of experiences community members have with 
projects. Community engagement teams are at the coal-face of project delivery and are often the first point 
of contact individuals within communities have with projects being delivered in their local areas. Community 
engagement teams will often be the holders of key information about local level concerns,  visions for a local 
area’s future and the perceived and actual risks about which communities are most concerned. By acting 
as conduits between their project teams and local communities, community engagement professionals 
relay information and guide other teams’ interactions with local people. The findings above are especially 
important because the cohesiveness and consistency with which project teams listen to and implement 
their community engagement team’s advice flows directly into social risk and stakeholder management.  

Insight: Business cultures that value community 
engagement breed success
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While findings demonstrate that community engagement is valued within respondents’ organisations 
and that the quality of community engagement being delivered to communities is usually seen as high, 
the resources allocated to support community engagement appear limited. The majority of respondents 
working in community engagement roles (59%) reported that budgets allocated for community engagement 
average 1% or less of total project budgets. Our 2018-2019 Survey, which focused on the professionalization 
of community engagement, found that 40% of community engagement teams have five or fewer members. 
Combined, these findings suggest that community engagement teams are small but mighty, and perhaps 
mightily under-resourced.  

Further research is needed to understand better the relationship between overall project size and 
community engagement budgets and to understand whether and how community engagement budgets 
incorporate components including community-initiated changes to project scope. We are also working to 
understand any connections between the levels of resourcing dedicated to community engagement and 
project status, as well as community expectations about the level of community engagement resources to 
which they wish to have access. 

“Community engagement is valued within my organisation” (2019)

Figure 9: The majority of professionals report that “Community engagement is valued within my organisation.” Source: State of 

Infrastructure and Engagement Survey, 2019-2020.

35%40%14%11%

Strongly agreeAgreeNeutralDisagree

n=170
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“Management of social risks played a major role in project outcomes”
(2018 vs 2019)

Figure 10: Management of social risks plays a major role in project outcomes. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement 

Survey, 2019-2020.  

Social risk is a relatively new but growing area of importance for Australia’s infrastructure sector. Social 
risks are broadly defined as threats to individuals’ or communities’ livelihoods resulting from social changes 
precipitated by major projects. These risks may be perceived (e.g. the threat of a project outcome or 
possibility of socio-environmental damage) or actual (e.g. loss of community amenity or access to locally 
important areas). In practice, social risks are generally associated with a project’s social licence (i.e. level of 
community acceptance of a project) and stakeholder relationship management.  Social risk is independent 
but influential to business risk. It is important to build sector-wide understanding of how social risk is 
understood, the ways in which it is identified, how it is managed and whether consideration of social risk is 
integrated into a holistic view of various risk types that influence overarching business risk. The 2019-2020 
survey took a deep dive into exactly these issues. Here is a snapshot of what we found. 

The majority of respondents ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the management of social risks, such as 
those related to community acceptance, stakeholder relations or social licence to operate, played a major 
role in the progress or outcomes of projects they worked on in the preceding year (2019: 60%; 2018: 69%; 
see, Figure 10).  

Insight: Social risks play a major role in 
project outcomes
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Respondents were split, however, in their agreement about whether social risk is understood and managed 
in their organisations as well as other types of risk, despite the general agreement that social risks do 
influence project outcomes. Among community engagement professionals 40% ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
that social risk is well understood and managed, with a close 37% ‘disagreeing’ or ‘strongly disagreeing’. 
A further 23% neither agree nor disagree. A similar split between community engagement professionals 
was reported for projects in 2018, with 34% agreeing or strongly agreeing, 32% disagreeing or strongly 
disagreeing and about another third (34%) remaining neutral. Professionals from other disciplines were 
more likely to agree or strongly agree that social risk was understood and managed in their organisations 
in 2019, at 50%. A quarter of professionals in other disciplines disagreed or strongly disagreed, with the 
remaining quarter remaining neutral.  

This comparison signals an area worthy of further exploration. Community engagement professionals’ 
responses indicate that social risk management is variable across organisations and projects. This means 
there is important space to develop an improved, sector-wide understanding. The findings from professionals 
in disciplines outside of community engagement roles suggest that they may either be underestimating 
the importance of social risk or are overestimating the current capacity of community engagement teams 
to identify and mange it. The comparatively smaller sample size of other disciplines responding to this 
question also means that we need more data in order to gain a stronger understanding of other disciplines’ 
perceptions of social risk. This work is currently underway. 

In 2019, 40% of Community Engagement professionals agreed or strongly 
agreed that social risk was understood and managed. 

In 2018, 34% of Community Engagement professionals agreed or strongly 
agreed that social risk was understood and managed. 
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Figure 11: Social risk is well understood and managed? Respondents are split. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement 

Survey, 2019-2020.



State of Infrastructure and Engagement  |  23

Figure 12: Project components where social risk is most often considered. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement 

Survey, 2019-2020. 

When we dig into whether and how social risks are dealt with in practice, the above discrepancies are 
unsurprising. Consideration of social risk is spread across various facets of project management, potentially 
diluting capacity to identify and manage it. When asked to identify all of the various ways in which social 
risk was incorporated into their projects, 63% of community engagement professionals reported that social 
risk was managed through a project’s risk register, but 59% also dealt with social risks via complaints 
mechanisms and 53% in construction. Despite its prevalence across key areas of project concerns, however, 
only 36% of community engagement professionals saw consideration of social risk incorporated into 
contracts. Given what we know about the potential for stakeholder issues to arise from incongruity of 
information or style of engagement between community engagement teams and contractors, contract 
management appears to be an area ripe for better consideration of social risk. Figure 12 shows the spread 
of where social risk was considered, according to respondents working in community engagement roles. 
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We also asked community engagement professionals how they identified social risks facing their projects. 
The majority (81%) rely on personal experience ‘a lot’ or ‘a great deal’, followed by advice from colleagues 
(66%) and gut feeling/intuition (57%) (see, Figure 13). These findings reveal that the identification of 
social risk remains largely subjective and is dependent upon the experience, professional relationships and 
intuition of engagement professionals. 
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Ways of identifying Social Risks
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Figure 13: Ways of identifying social risks. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement Survey, 2019-2020.

We also asked community engagement professionals to tell us about how they assess the likelihood that 
identified social risks may occur and the consequences of those risks. Social risk assessment is heavily 
reliant on personal experience (79% likelihood; 72% consequences), advice from colleagues (62% likelihood; 
61% consequences) and gut feeling or intuition (56% likelihood; 57% consequences) (see, Figure 14).  

Heavy reliance on relationships and experience is occurring partly due to the situation that assessment of 
social risk is a relatively new field that lacks the models or software programs available for other types of 
risk assessment. It is unsurprising that less than 10% of professionals use tools such as pricing models (9% 
likelihood; 8% consequences) or software or computer modelling (6% likelihood; 8% consequences) to 
assess the likelihood or consequences of social risk. External databases are slightly more available but are 
still used only by the minority (12% likelihood; 15% consequences).   

Differences in the management of social risk, as compared to other more traditional types of risk, become 
clearer when comparing responses to professionals working in other disciplines. While the majority of 
these respondents reported that they also rely on personal experience (69%) and advice from colleagues 
(63%) ‘a lot’ or ‘a great deal’ when it comes to assessing the type of risk they deal with most, this reliance 
on experience was supported by more evidence-based means. Half of these respondents said they used 
benchmarking and risk comparisons against other projects ‘a great deal’ or ‘a lot’. Thirty-eight percent 
drew on research ‘a great deal’ or ‘a lot’. Those who relied ‘a lot’ or ‘to a moderate amount’ on software 
or computer modelling also comprised 38%. Pricing models are also more readily available to support 
assessments of other risk types. Respondents relied on pricing models ‘a moderate amount’ to ‘a great 
deal’ 47% of the time to assess risk likelihood and 60% of the time to assess risk consequences. 
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Ways of Assessing LIKELIHOOD of Social Risks
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Figure 14: Ways of assessing likelihood and consequences of social risks. Source: State of Infrastructure and Engagement 

Survey, 2019-2020.
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Overall, the findings reveal that while social risk is an area of concern for the majority of community 
engagement professionals, most are taking decisions on an area of major project influence through reliance 
on professional experience, networks and intuition. Social risk is not well integrated into the types of 
processes and measures more commonly used to assess traditional types of risk. This situation appears 
to be driven partly by the circumstance that professionals assessing social risk lack the types of research, 
models, databases and software programs accessible to their colleagues assessing more traditional risk 
types. Better understanding the identification and assessment of social risk, including determining the 
types of tools and processes that can support this assessment, is of critical importance to the sector, as it 
advances this period of intensive project delivery where community experiences and support are key to 
the timely and successful delivery of the projects Australia needs.  
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