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SOCIAL LICENSE TO OPERATE – THE PERSPECTIVE OF PROFESSIONALS  
FROM BRAZILIAN EXTRACTIVE COMPANIES

ABSTRACT
Goal: Contribute to the academic literature on the theme social license to operate, of the 
perception and experience of professionals from Brazilian extractive companies involved 
in the process.
Design / Methodology / Approach: In-depth interviews with professionals with great ex-
perience in community relations processes, evaluating their perception regarding social 
license to operate, especially with the companies they work.
Results: Two products are presented: a) illustration with a conceptual analysis of the terms 
related to the social license process to operate; b) basic model of community relationship 
based on recommendations of the professionals to obtain and maintain the social license 
to operate and the literature visited.
Limitations of the investigation: the survey heard 12 professionals with extensive experi-
ence in the extractive sector in Brazilian companies to understand how companies act and 
their perceptions regarding Social License to Operate (SLO). However, other important 
actors, such as communities, Nonprofit Organizations and community leaders were not 
heard throughout the research, and a corporate vision was presented throughout the 
article, but only against the literary review.
Practical implications: It presents a consistent picture regarding the behavior of compa-
nies in relation to SLO. It allows a better understanding of the relationship of concepts and 
terms that overlap in company practice and proposes a community relationship manage-
ment model.
Originality / Value: The research brings an important contribution to the academic lit-
erature, when evaluating, from interviews with professionals in the extractive industry 
involved in the management of community relations, the way Brazilian extractive compa-
nies operate in this segment and the understanding with regard to SLO.
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sibility; Social License to Operate; Extractive Industry.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The business-oriented perspective that privileges exclu-
sively the investors does not seem to be suitable anymore 
for a new reality where large corporations do not limit their 
efforts to efficiently producing goods or services or maxi-
mizing profits. Companies are giving more importance to 
impact management, ethical and transparent behavior, and 
sustainable business-side performance.

On the other hand, communities based on the use of new 
technologies, with the capacity to act in a network and agil-
ity in the communication processes, are more representa-
tive and present themselves as relevant actors in the current 
social outlook. The Social License to Operate (SLO) concept 
emerges in this context. 

The origin of the term “Social License to Operate” is relat-
ed to the expansion of the mining industry in Canada, more 
specifically in the discussions on social conflicts that guided 
this period. 

Since then, the term SLO is linked to the mining industry. 
The visited literature shows this close relation between the 
extractive segment and the SLO concept, a relation that is 
justified by some aspects, such as the impacts caused by op-
erations and the activities of companies in this segment and 
the great expectation generated along the communities in 
the places where they are inserted or act.

Abdala (2016) ponders that mining projects are perceived 
with distrust on the part of the communities and the local 
leaderships. The author stresses that these large projects 
affect the territory where they are installed economically, 
environmentally, and socially.

Regional Association of Oil, Gas and Biofuels Sector in 
Latin America and the Caribbean (Asociación Regional de 
Empresas del Sector Petróleo, Gás y Biocombustibles en 
Latinoamérica Y el Caribe – Arpel, 2016) is concerned about 
the impact of the activities of oil companies, highlighting 
the great challenge for the oil and gas industry to sustain a 
good reputation due to the characteristics of the activities 
carried out and the conditions of its surroundings. The or-
ganization also emphasizes the need for greater attention in 
the management of environmental, socioeconomic, cultural 
and political risks and impacts due to complex situations in 
environmentally sensitive, socioeconomically fragile and po-
litically isolated areas.

The World Bank and the International Finance Corpora-
tion (2002) highlights the impact capacity in mining activities 
into the environment and also in local community’s social 
and cultural aspects, especially on indigenous people. 

In this context, the search for sustainability and social re-
sponsibility performance are strategic and vital for the de-
velopment of the company’s activities and operations.

According to McMahon and Remy (2001), legal licenses 
are no longer sufficient and adequate. Companies must ob-
tain a social license that depends on processes of consulta-
tion, local participation and, above all, a constant and strong 
dialogue between community, corporation and government.

In order to avoid any difficulty in understanding, SLO is 
not related to the process of environmental licensing im-
posed by Brazilian or by any other formal process of obtain-
ing documents or complying with compliance for the instal-
lation and operation of units. 

Bowen et al. (2010) present the question of legitimacy 
as a premise for the corporation’s actions in communities 
where it operates, listing the benefits and competitive ad-
vantages of such procedures, as the improvement of its risk 
management gain greater credibility with its stakeholders 
and more effectiveness in promoting its activities within the 
community.

In companies that operate in the extractive sector, the 
impacts caused to communities become more evident and 
more significant, as evidenced even in the documents of the 
institutions that represent the companies in this segment, as 
the Brazilian Institute of Mining (Instituto Brasileiro de Min-
eração - IBRAM).

IBRAM (2014) highlights the issue of generating impacts 
throughout the mines’ life cycle, especially with communi-
ties. The impacts (positive and negative, direct and indirect) 
are present from the prospecting to the post-closure phase. 

The close relationship between SLO with the extractive 
segment directed this research. Professionals from extractive 
companies with outstanding performance in activities with 
communities were identified and selected to evaluate how 
Brazilian extractive companies have been recognizing and 
implementing the theme; the performance of their compa-
nies; the role of the SLO; and the corporate and marketing 
motivations that implicate the concept.

Gaviria (2015) reveals that, even if there are not many the-
oretical or analytical works on SLO in the business sciences, it 
is noticeable the growing interest on the subject by the min-
ing industry and by some professional and academic circles. 

2. METHOD

The research aims at understanding, based on a qualita-
tive research, how Brazilian extractive companies relate to 
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the communiti es of the locati on where they operate, and in 
what way SLO processes interfere in this relati onship. 

The state of the practi ce is focused on semi-structured inter-
views with professionals involved with relati onship processes 
with the communiti es and other stakeholders of Brazilian ex-
tracti ve companies (defi ned as focus of research). The analysis 
of the state of the piece, however, was done without borders, 
and the literary revision was not restricted to Brazilian nati onal 
producti ons and involved internati onal bibliography.

The bibliographic review was carried out from the key-
words highlighted for this research, handpicking arti cles, 
documents (theses and dissertati ons), norms and technical 
instructi ons in databases, such as academic pla� orms, tech-
nical libraries, and corporate libraries.

Therefore, the Boolean Model was used to get the arti -
cles on www.scopus.com: (Community relati ons) AND (So-
cial license to operate) OR (Corporate social responsibility) 
OR (Stakeholder management). These Key words are con-
nected with the themati c area. In this case, the researcher 
has followed the framework in Figure 1, below, a� er he has 
gott en the arti cles from the SCOPUS database.

To select the professionals for the intenti onal sampling, 
the criterion was a minimum of two years of professional 
performance with community relati ons and at least four 
years with related areas, such as social responsibility and in-
sti tuti onal relati ons. A sample was defi ned for convenience: 
specialists from the areas related to the topic, ten profes-
sionals of extracti ve companies (oil, gas and mining compa-
nies) and two consultants who work in extracti ve sectors, 
especially in mining and oil and gas companies.

In relati on to the professional experience, two questi ons 
were raised: quanti ty of ti me of acti vity in the current com-
pany and quanti ty of ti me of professional acti viti es with the 
research theme (self-declaratory form based on personal 
understanding about the subject’s experience).

As a result, the ten interviewed professionals that work 
in extracti ve companies have more than fi ve years of experi-
ence in the company where they work and the two consul-
tants work routi nely with companies of this sector, proving 
the consistency of the sample (nine of the interviewed indi-
cate between six and twenty years of experience).

The interviewees are sett led in seven diff erent citi es in 
three diff erent regions of Brazil: Southeast, Northeast, and 
North. To conduct interviews with professionals in diff erent 
locati ons, a variety of technological resources were used, 
such as video and teleconferencing. The interviews with 
these experts were conducted in 2017. Thus, the interviews 
were conducted in Portuguese. The translati on was per-
formed by the authors.

The interview script was designed to obtain informati on 
from interviewees on how the Brazilian extracti ve companies 
recognize and treat the SLO concept and acti vity, the means 
used for it, and the professionals’ percepti on of the subject 
and their relati onships, main models, and references.

The main points discussed during the interview are list 
below:

• Profi le and characteristi cs of the professionals inter-
viewed (fi lter to validati on to compose the sample);

especially in mining and oil and gas companies.

Figure 1. Literature review logical framework 
Source: Faria et al., 2018.
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• Recognized organizational and theoretical practices 
and models;

• Model developed by the company (characteristics, 
strengths, and weaknesses);

• Barriers and benefits / incentives encountered by 
organizations;

• Problems faced by professionals to deploy and ob-
tain SLO;

• Importance for companies in the extractive sector;

• Characteristics regarding the management of the 
theme in the company;

• Perceptions of the interviewee on how the company 
acts;

• Perceptions of the interviewee on the subject;

• Conceptual understanding and relations of the term 
SLO.

The technique employed for the treatment of the inter-
views was content analysis. According to Soares et al. (2011, 
p.5), this methodology was treated as a way of analyzing and 
interpreting texts and it “has gained scientific relevance, as 
it was improved as a technique applied in the most diverse 
sciences, including social sciences”.

Literature review

The current productive and economic model has generat-
ed serious social and environmental problems, exposed by 
different authors and evidenced in different ways by differ-
ent publics. 

Marques et al. (2018) indicates that organizations need to 
create structured and strategic procedures to manage their 
stakeholders, considering the dynamics for this relationship.

Santiago and Demajorovic (2014) indicate that conven-
tional approaches based on legal compliance are no longer 
sufficient to legitimate the presence, operations and actions 
of companies. The Official authorization of state instances 
no longer guarantee companies plain fulfillment of their ac-
tivities. 

For Werneck (2013, p. 108), SLO “arises in this scenario 
and presents as product, precisely, the legitimacy, or accep-
tance and support that a company receives from its stake-

holders”. Once obtained, SLO must be managed to ensure 
its maintenance throughout the entire business operation 
process. Werneck highlights that defining assessment forms 
and SLO management models is a constant challenge for 
companies, ratifying the importance of this research.

Two decades separate the first mention of the term Social 
License to Operate and the present day, that is, a concept 
under construction and the visited literature proves that it is 
a very young science area, where there is still an expressive 
variation of perceptions, definitions, and approaches. 

Gaviria (2015) emphasizes the difficulty in setting a defini-
tion for the term and indicate that the expression, together 
with other practices associated with it, has been incorpo-
rated by the rhetoric of institutions, foundations and com-
panies.

The author observes a growing number of mining compa-
nies associating the term SLO with their discourses related 
to community relations policies and social programs and to 
the terms “social responsibility” (“SR”), “private social in-
vestment”, and “sustainability”. 

In fact, the SLO rarely presents itself far from terms and 
initiatives of social responsibility, sustainability, stakeholder 
management, and relationship with communities or related 
subjects, such as human rights, ethics, transparency and im-
pact management. Pardini (2007, p. 47) goes on to propose 
that “the conceptual framework of what would become so-
cial responsibility could be associated with the history of or-
ganizations’ relationships with communities directly affect-
ed by their activities.”

The Brazilian Association of Technical Standards (Asso-
ciação Brasileira de Normas Técnicas – ABNT, 2010, p. 63) 
draws a clear relationship between sustainable develop-
ment and aspects related to SLO: “Community involvement 
and development is an integral part of sustainable develop-
ment as a whole.”

The ISO 26000 standard presents a definition on Social 
Responsibility considered as basis by many companies and 
by different authors. In it, by valuing the responsibility of an 
organization in face of its impacts and decisions, ABNT em-
phasizes an inherent value to the SLO process: the necessary 
action by companies in relation to the impacts caused by 
their facilities, operations, activities and decisions that evi-
dences the relationship between CSR and SLO.

Oliveira et al. (2015) also highlight the need for a change 
in the role of companies, the importance of management 
over its impacts, the ethical and transparent behavior, and 
the sustainable performance.
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citizens and communities affected by these companies have 
been using the human rights speech (that guarantees the 
dignity and value of any person anywhere), expressing griev-
ances, desires, and resistances.

The SLO acts precisely at this distance between the cor-
porative attitude and conduct of the companies and the 
resilience of society, especially of the communities in the 
search of guaranteeing their rights. 

Different definitions and approaches (by relevant au-
thors) of SLO are listed by Santiago and Demajorovic (2014) 
in Table 1.

Table 1 presents the diversity and multiplicity of the con-
cept and allows a better understanding of the complexity of 
the term and the perception of the main points related to 
SLO. One of the points (basic for understanding the concept) 
is the importance of establishing a continuous relationship 
between companies and their stakeholders, highlighting the 
interested community part. 

Sauerbronn (2011, p. 46) points out that CSR “has dedi-
cated itself to providing answers to the questionings of soci-
ety and justifying or legitimizing business activities”, bringing 
an essential aspect of the SLO concept, legitimacy, which is 
necessary for a company to establish itself and operate in 
different regions, in the midst of already established cultur-
al, historical and social aspects.

Maggiolini and Naninni (2010) explain that the current 
transition, in which we are leaving the industrial society 
and getting into to a “post-modern” society (one that brings 
techno-economical transformations, service economy, in-
formation technologies, and consumer’s supremacy on pro-
ducer), creates change in the values system and thus the 
request for CSR and business ethics.

Ruggie (2014) claims that the relationship between large 
transnational corporation results and the social and eco-
nomic conditions of society, especially the locations where 
these companies operate, are no longer acceptable in a so-
ciety that respects human rights. Ruggie reinforces that the 

Table 1. Social License to Operate: Concepts and Approaches 

Author and Year Adopted Method / Country and 
Productive Sector Concepts and Approaches

Howard-Grenville  
et al. (2008)

Exploratory study USA: Diverse 
companies and sectors. NEPT par-

ticipants. Program top environmen-
tal performers

Internal factors of the company are essential to obtaining an SLO: man-
agement incentives, culture and organizational identity act as structuring 
factors for interpretations of external pressures and help in the construc-

tion of organizational responses to SLO.

Solomon et al. 
(2008)

Review literature and theories. Seg-
ment: Mining. Country: Australian 
Mining and Minerals Sustainable 

Development Project (MMSD)

SLO is an essential complement to regular legal licenses. Understanding 
the social aspect in the mining industry is a critical requirement for the 
success of the business. The social impacts of a mining site are difficult 

to establish, not least because social meanings vary according to the per-
spective of each interested party member.

Campbell and  
Roberts (2010) Case study USA 3 mining companies

Local communities are gaining more and more political voice, as well as 
more resources are available in the licensing process to assist those who 

oppose a new mining site in the location.

Thomson and 
Boutilier (2011)

Review and Literature Analysis SLO 
Country: diverse Segment: Mining

The SLO should be defined as existing when a mine or mining project relies on 
the continued approval of the local community and other interest groups. For 

authors there are three levels of SLO: Legitimacy, Credibility, and Trust.

Prno and Slocombe 
(2012)

Literature revision SLO Theories. 
Examples of Northern companies 

from Canada Segment: Mining

SLO is an additional need, in addition to legal compliance, to legitimize the 
company and meet society’s expectations regarding mining, in order to 

avoid conflicts and exposure to social risks.

Owen and Kemp 
(2013)

Review and analysis of SLO liter-
ature Country: diverse Segment: 

Mining

The SLO possesses a logic with 4 essential factors: 1. The company must 
meet the expectations of the stakeholders or adapt to them; 2. If the com-

pany does not respond directly to the stakeholders, it must make efforts 
to achievethe results; 3 Consider that there are different stakeholders and 
expectations; 4. The difference between what the company presumes and 

what stakeholders want will widen the gap of expectations.

Falck and  
Spangenberg (2014)

Mapping of stakeholders project 
EO Miners European Commission. 

Countries: Czech Republic and 
South Africa

The SLO is a challenge for mining, whether for the expansion of existing 
projects or for new ones, as guaranteeing this “license” is an important 
factor for risk management, with gains in environmental and economic 

issues, and also for increasing stakeholders’ participation.
Source: Santiago and Demajorovic (2014, p.7) 
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For a better understanding of the concept of community, a 
brief presentation of the theme and the term is required. Ac-
cording to Sauerbronn (2011, p. 48), it presents an opportune 
view within the universe of social responsibility that holds im-
portant relations with the subject of SLO, with an adequate 
definition for the objectives of this article: “a specific group 
of individuals whose social issues arouse the interest of the 
company, regardless of the location or territory it occupies”.

Gaviria (2015, p. 141) points out “community” as a stake-
holder reference in the SLO process, when defining SLO as 
“a kind of approval of the community in relation to the op-
erations of a particular company”. Boutilier et al. (2012, p.2) 
present as an SLO definition “the community’s perceptions 
about the acceptability of a company and its operations in 
the region”, also characterizing this stakeholder as the pro-
tagonist of the process.

Throughout the different definitions of the SLO concept, 
presented in Table 1, it is clear that it is a non-formal pro-
cess, an act of consent on the part of certain social actors, 
especially communities, environmentalists and government, 
which is met with criticism by some segments and authors, 
who understand that the term is confused with formal pro-
cesses established by entities of the state to settle and per-
form in a certain locality.

The absence a process to obtain it, the way it is used to 
maintain existing power imbalances in the relationship, and 
the ambiguity of the expression and its binary nature are 
some arguments used by the critics of the use of the term 
social license.

Garnett et al. (2018, p. 734) respond: “social license cap-
tures a more realistic application of the term: the tacit per-
mission of civil society for an activity to occur or continue, 
so that the state has the political confidence to grant legal 
rights”. The term is appropriate to the practical reality of the 
companies’ activities and the negotiating power achieved by 
civil society and by the communities in particular.

The use of the term “license” demonstrates the neces-
sary flexibility and the recognition by companies of the pow-
er of civil society to defend their rights before installation, 
activities, and operations of a company.

Interview analysis

The content of the interviews was analyzed in such a way 
as to allow the quantitative understanding of the interview-
ees’ agreement, knowledge or favorability or otherwise on 
certain subjects. In addition, there was the qualitative anal-
ysis that indicated the key information, points, references, 
models, and more important processes.

It is possible to identify a certain unity on the part of the 
interviewees about the subjects analyzed. It is also worth 
noting the important contribution of the interviewees re-
garding subjects, perceptions, practical aspects of SLO not 
identified in the literary review, as can be confirmed in Table 
2, presented below:

Throughout the interviews, the relationship between SLO 
and the concepts or activities of community relationship, 
CSR, sustainability, and stakeholder management was clear, 
according to the interviewees who highlighted the relation-
ship between the terms.

“Community relations, social responsibility, sus-
tainable development, social license to operate 
and stakeholder management are the same pro-
cess. It is impossible to see these items dissociat-
ed”. (Interviewee 9)

There was unanimity among the interviewees in terms of 
the likeness of SLO with the community relationship activity. 
Six of the interviewees, or 50% of the sample, spontaneous-
ly indicated that SLO is the purpose, the main objective for 
maintaining a corporate process of relationship with the 
communities. This aspect is of particular relevance because 
it demonstrates the importance of the theme for companies. 

“I think SLO is something that is fundamental 
when we deal with Community Relations, be-
cause, in the end, what you are looking for is 
this; what you are looking for is the endorsement 
of those communities so that you can carry out 
your activities, which is fundamental”. (Inter-
viewee 3)

Santiago and Demajorovic (2014) agree by defining the 
SLO as the license earned when a company relies on the ap-
proval and acceptance of the community and other groups 
of interest continuously involved in their projects. The ob-
jective presented in the guidelines of the company studied.

The treatment of interferences and impacts caused by 
the company in the environment and in the communities 
where the company operates is indicated as an important 
activity of community management relationship and is con-
sidered an inherent process in the management of social 
responsibility.

The peculiarities of the extractive sector were questioned 
to the interviewees, in order to better understand the im-
portance of the theme for the companies in this segment.

It is clearly noticed that the SLO perception among the 
interviewees converges towards what the literary review 
points to: the extractive segment, due to its characteristics, 
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Table 2. Content analysis (interviews) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Multidisciplinarity of the SLO theme

Relationship between SLO and 
community relationship

Relationship between SLO and social 
responsibility

O

Relationship between SLO and 
stakeholder management

Relationship between SLO and 
sustainability

O O

Relationship between SLO and risk 
management

O O O O O O O

Relationship between SLO and 
management of impacts

O O O O O O

SLO as the main objective of 
maintaining corporate processes of 

Community relationship
O O O O O O

Importance of the theme and 
relationship between SLO and the 

Extractivist segment

Effective Concern of the company in 
relation to SLO, with investments

O O O

Existence of references on the subject O

Transversality of the theme within the 
organizational structures

O

Difficulties in the operationalization of 
SLO processes

O

Term incorporated into the company's 
vocabulary

O O O O O O O

Lack of  capacity to communities´s 
mobilize and engage

O O O

Difficulty in participation of 
communities in company´s initiatives 

and actions of relationship 
O O O

Lack of knowledge in communities 
about the different roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder
O O O O O O O O

SLO in response to concern with 
compliance with pacts, norms and 

standards
O O O O O

SLO as a tool for responding to 
reporting tools and financing agencies O O O O O O

Valuation of the SLO theme, within 
companies, in the face of crises

O O O

SLO as purpose and not the means O O O O
Extended community Concept for the 

purpose of SLO (including other 
stakeholders such as state and NOs)

Importance of skilled team for field 
activities O O O O

Difficulty Finding skilled staff O O O O O O

IntervieweesTheme/Question
In accordance 

with the 
literary Review

In agreement / Quoted In disagreement O Not quoted; no defined option; 
no record found

Subtitles

Source: Author 
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has specific problems and demands that require a strategic 
corporate action in the communities, a group of people di-
rectly affected by its projects and operations, where SLO is 
a strategic component necessary to carry out the operations 
and activities of the company.

“In extractive companies, the link, the appeal to 
its neighbors, is fundamental. Community rela-
tionship is the flagship of the “company” within 
the SR”. (Interviewee 9)

There were also spontaneous comments, not stimulated 
by specific questions, regarding the peculiarities of the ex-
tractive sector, ratifying the very specific characteristics of 
the segment, especially regarding its exploration and pro-
duction processes, since these processes depend on the lo-
cation related to the availability of resources and logistics 
means for their disposal, refining, and distribution.

“We will always be working with communities in 
specific locations, in specific biomes. So, there is 
this interaction, especially in the area of explo-
ration and production where the company oper-
ates”. (Interviewee 2)

Another controversial issue is the perception of respon-
dents in terms of the recognition by the companies of the 
importance of SLO, which, however, does not mean effec-
tively the managerial sponsorship for the development of 
this activity. Many interviewees point out that although 
there is, in fact, this concern and resources are foreseen 
for this, they still find resistance on the part of the manage-
ments to realize the activities related to SLO and to commu-
nity relationship.

It was verified by the interviewees that the managers 
who value the most, who care most and sponsor the corpo-
rate relationship with the communities are those who have 
already experienced crisis situations or those who live with 
more organized communities and social actors, articulated 
with greater power mobilization.

Even considering the great experience on the subject of 
the professionals interviewed, the questioning of possible 
references (orientations, norms, processes, and experiences 
of other companies) did not obtain any great prominence 
among the answers of the interviewees. 

“We do not see a specific benchmarking mod-
el. We study and do not find anything of great 
value. We have developed a model of our own, 
based on dialogue”. (Interviewee 10)

Although they were free to quote companies, organiza-
tions, norms, and models, only 19 references were cited by 

the interviewees (showed at Table 3), proving the absence 
of great highlights which ratifies the difficulty of carrying out 
the present study and its importance. Among the profes-
sionals, five had no highlights to mention or did not remem-
ber one. They confirm the need for a bigger technical and 
scientific literature on the subject. 

“[…] it is a very recent science, without enough 
time to mature certainties, models and stan-
dards”. (Interviewee 3)

There were records of unsuccessful models and expe-
riences to avoid, such as the 2015’s accident in the city of 
Mariana with the company Samarco and a curious case of 
the company Vale in its operations in Pará. The same com-
pany, Vale, was highlighted as a positive case for its work in 
Espírito Santo.

The most remembered initiatives obtained at most two 
quotes from the professionals interviewed, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Highlighting Models / Cases Benchmarking  

References Type Citations
ABNT ISO 26000 Guiding document 2
Rio 92 Guiding document 2
Agenda 21 Guiding document 2
Regional Association of oil, gas 
and biofuels sector companies 
in Latin America and the Carib-
bean - ARPEL

Guiding documents 2

Global oil and gas industry 
association for environmental 
and social issues - IPIECA

Guiding documents 1

United Nations Global Com-
pact Goals Guiding document 1

Seat Tool Box - Anglo American Guiding document 2
Alcoa Practices 2
Natura Practices 1
Vale (performance in Espírito 
Santo) Practices 1

Arcelor Mittal Practices 1
Devon Energy Corporation Practices 1
Brazilian Institute of Environ-
ment and Renewable Natural 
Resources - IBAMA (Perfor-
mance in northeast Brazil)

Practices 1

Total citations of references 19
Source: Author

Just as there are no reference models, it was also impos-
sible to find uniformity within companies as the way they 
manage the activities in the communities to obtain and 
maintain SLO, not being possible to identify alignment as 
the sector or area responsible for the activities inherent to 
the process.



Brazilian Journal of Operations & Production Management
Volume 16, Número 3, 2019, pp. 448-461
DOI: 10.14488/BJOPM.2019.v16.n3.a8

456

“CSR, in Brazil, was born, generally within the 
structures of Communication. CSR works with 
reputation and image, an obvious connection 
with communication.” (Interviewee 8)

Among the models there are many variations on the 
definition of the area responsible for the activity: Commu-
nication, Social Responsibility and Health, and Safety and 
Environment (HSE) are the most common, but other models 
were cited as the case of a social responsibility area, respon-
sible for part of the community relationship activities within 
the company, subordinated to Social Communication man-
agement, with other activities related to the theme being 
carried out in other areas of the company, as HSE.

Another model found presents different attributions 
under the same management as social responsibility; en-
vironment (licensing processes); HR (hiring staff); commu-
nication; institutional relations; press office; environmental 
investments; social area; and management.

It was also mentioned a curious model of a company 
whose proposed organizational structure varies with total 
autonomy and independence of each unit. 

“Each unit has a model. Even structural, organi-
zational”. (Interviewee 11)

Although professionals recognize the interdisciplinarity of 
the subject and companies have different areas dealing with 
it, this factor becomes a problem, an obstacle to good rela-
tionships with communities. The lack of a greater alignment 
between the areas generates overlapping of resources and 
activities and difficulties in unifying the discourse and the 
communication together with the communities. 

This lack of alignment on how the theme is managed is 
justified, in large part by the wide range of activities that 
make up the routine of community relations activities, treat-
ed in both the visited literature and in the interviews as an 
interdisciplinary theme. Its peculiarities and difficulties were 
highlighted by all the interviewees.

An important factor emphasized during the interviews – 
that was not identified in the literary review – was the im-
portance of teams qualified to perform fieldwork. 

As an exception, it is worth noting Bebbington and Wil-
son’s (2018) perception on the subject presented at a con-
gress of the Society of Petroleum Engineers, indicating the 
importance of professionals that play the role of developing 
and maintaining relationships with communities around the 
sites of their operations for companies. Besides the essen-
tial contribution to obtain and maintain SLO, the possibility 
to provide local knowledge that favors the company risks 

management and uncertainties, and the contribution to the 
company’s international standards implementation, “they 
are a familiar and accessible face with whom community 
members can raise concerns, perceive opportunities, and 
resolve grievances”.

The continuity and frequency of this work with the Com-
munity (and in it) are raised to the condition of fundamental 
to the success of the community relationship and obtaining 
and maintaining the SLO.

Bebbington and Wilson (2018) agree, indicating that the 
role of this professional is not clearly understood in the oil 
and gas industry, despite the value they bring to the rela-
tionship with communities nearest assets and projects, their 
critical part in the management of social impacts, and the 
mitigation of material non-technical risks.

The best practices manual, international standards, and cor-
porate policies, they say, focus on the process and frequently 
underplay the contribution of these professionals to the inter-
face between corporate and community relationships.

To carry out this activity, the importance of qualifying 
the teams to perform fieldwork was highlighted. The inter-
viewees regretted the difficulty in finding skilled labor and 
stressed not knowing the difficulty in forming a professional 
with the profile, characteristics and knowledge necessary to 
accomplish this activity. There is no knowledge of the exis-
tence of a course that offers such training.

Another point highlighted by the interviewees is related to 
the little power of mobilization and a culture of fighting pro-
tests for rights that is not mature yet, the lack of knowledge of 
the social role of each actor within the territory, and of their 
rights and duties in Brazil compared to other countries.

“It lacks clarity from the community and differ-
ent social actors about their roles in the process”. 
(Interviewee 9)

This behavior of less effective participation in their citi-
zen routine is perceived by the interviewees as one of the 
factors that drive unit managers to value the community re-
lationship less.

Other relevant aspects, from the corporate point of view, 
related to obtaining the legitimacy to act and the SLO main-
tenance identified by the interviewees are reporting tools, 
external pressure as signatures of pacts and compliance to 
norms, and, ultimately, the search for financing on an advan-
tageous basis (usually linked to the previous ones).

“I see that CSR thrives in activities to meet stan-
dards and to achieve good results in terms of im-
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age and reputation and to seek funding, comply-
ing to reporting tools.” (Interviewee 2)

However, the clear perception among the professionals 
heard in terms of SLO is the importance of making commu-
nity consent a detail of the process, not its primary goal. 
Although they recognize the corporate importance of ob-
taining a license to operate, they understand that this legit-
imization is a natural process, when there is the legitimate 
concern of the company regarding ethical and transparent 
behavior and the management of impacts and risks, as well 
as concern for local territorial development.

If companies with greater locational flexibility are able to 
condition or bargain their installation with advantages and 
benefits, extractivist companies, with their rigidity of loca-
tion, are restricted to established and/or existing socio-po-
litical conditions. As a consequence of these restrictions 
of choice, these companies must resort to mechanisms of 
social and political intervention in this space where social 
license makes sense. Companies that want to explore the 
resources of certain locations where they are available must 
undergo locational rigidity that makes them relatively de-
pendent on access to these lands, on established regula-
tions, and on time and cost requirements.

“The relationship differs for each location. It de-
pends on the amount of information, the orga-
nization of the communities, the existing living 
conditions, and if it is already a tradition for the 
people and community”. (Interviewee 12)

Mayes (2015, p. S110) emphasizes in his research the im-
portance given to the SLO theme in the mining industry. The 
author indicates that SLO is not only related to the success of 
the industry, but also to its survival, highlighting the “compli-
cations generated by the involvement of ethical investment 
funds, buyers, and customers worried about distancing 
themselves from unethical business practices”. There was 
also a growing number of projects interrupted and which 
presented problems in their progress due to community 
mobilization. 

This means that the presence (or absence) of SLO in the 
community can have broad consequences, particularly in 
terms of access to new resources and sales reduction, char-
acterizing the relationship between obtaining or not an SLO 
and possible losses or financial losses for companies. The in-
terviewees make this corporate concern clear, even indicat-
ing SLO as the main objective of engaging with communities.

The Business for Social Responsibility (BSR, 2016), pre-
sented on its home page (www.bsr.org) as “the global non-
profit organization that works with its network of more than 
250 member companies and other partners to build just 

and sustainable world”, concludes in its study “The Future 
of Stakeholder Engagement”. This is because, when carried 
out efficiently and strategically, stakeholder engagement 
directly affects the economy of resources. The organization 
emphasizes that studies prove that the corporate process of 
community relationship is able to make the company finan-
cially more resilient due to the ability to anticipate risks and 
opportunities: “Companies that are more aware of stake-
holder interests are more likely to avoid crises because they 
are better able to anticipate risks and opportunities”.  

Santiago and Demajorovic (2014, p.260) Highlight the 
achievement of SLO as the objective of stakeholder engage-
ment, treating it as a specificity in the midst of other purposes.

The study also claims that nowadays there is enough ev-
idence “to resolve any outstanding doubts about whether 
stakeholder engagement is an inherently valuable exercise”.

Davis and Frank (2014, p.39) justify this concern by pre-
senting recent calculations of mining industry business 
costs from conflicts with local communities, showing that 
the most substantial arise from “lost value related to future 
projects, expansion plans, or sales that do not go through”.

The perception of the interviewed professionals stands 
out in this sense, emphasizing that the management spon-
sorship for the search for SLO is perceived more clearly in 
units, or with managers who have already dealt with com-
munity crises. They also point out that this is an initiative 
whose value is clearly perceived only when it fails, precisely 
when conflicts arise, capable of interrupting operations, pro-
cesses and activities of the company.

However, Gaviria (2015, p.139) brings to the debate a 
new point of view when he states that “social license to op-
erate appears, without a doubt, as an active business bet of 
socio-political intervention for the conditioning of territories 
to the needs of extractive capital”. Adopting a more critical 
tone regarding the SLO process, the author classifies this 
process as a type of “corporate consent management” strat-
egy, which is in line with what has been perceived through-
out the interviews: the business strategy to act in the rela-
tionship with communities is, in fact, to consent to operate 
in the localities where they are installed.

Santiago and Demajorovic (2015, p.1) reinforce this perspec-
tive by stressing that “local communities emerge as key actors 
in governance arrangements in lieu of their proximity to ex-
tractive areas and the ability to affect the company’s results.”

Lyra et al. (2009) reinforce the importance of involving a 
wide range of potential stakeholders in this process, strength-
ening the relationship between the SLO process, stakeholder 
management, and the strategic nature of this process.
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This orientation coincides with the concern of the inter-
viewees, who clarify that, in addition to community, public 
authorities, Nonprofit Organization (NOs) and other stake-
holders should be involved in the process, stressing that 
communities cannot be considered as “pure stakeholder”, 
since, as part of the community, various stakeholders, such 
as those listed above, coexist. This Vision reinforces the di-
rect relationship that exists between the company and the 
different social actors that coexist, impact and are impacted 
within their area of action and make up the “community”.

Mayes (2015, p. 110) highlights other stakeholders to be 
considered in the SLO process: “[...] it is not only the expec-
tations of communities that matter in gaining and maintain-
ing SLO, but also in other groups, such as countries, organi-
zations that support HR, and clients operating on a national 
and global scale. “

Santiago and Demajorovic (2014, p.2) summarize the 
theme by proposing that: “studies highlight the need for 
productive activities with great potential for impacts to 
receive an SLO” issued “by society, including government, 
NGOs, and communities”.

The interviews confirm this business perspective, given 
the existing demands from both reporting agencies and 
funding agencies, and the high costs of downtime or diffi-
culties in the operation, as well as legal disputes. The inter-
viewees also affirm the importance of the theme, especially 
for companies in the extractive sector due to the locational 
issue, fundamental in the exploration process.

In the interviews, the professionals indicate that there is 
not, in literature, a structured system or model for obtain-
ing and maintaining the SLO, or practical approaches to its 
implementation. In the companies, community relationship 
management models have been used for this purpose.

The respondents are unable to indicate a specific and 
timely process for obtaining (and maintaining) the SLO. They 

understand that SLO is not justified as a means or process, 
but as a purpose and objective.

Professionals understand that the SLO becomes a more 
natural and not untimely process, because maintaining the 
relationship establishes certain levels of trust between the 
community and the company.

The identified community relationship management 
models vary among different types, but tend to maintain 
a common base, the PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-Act) cycle, or 
Stewart cycle. This appropriateness is also used by other 
reference organizations for the extractive segment, such as 
ARPEL and Accountability with some variations between the 
models, nomenclature, and quantity of steps proposed to 
carry out the process.

The choice for this cyclical model is justified by the dyna-
mism of the contexts and the speed of change, since it favors 
the identification of the need for change and the correction 
of proposals and plans that do not obtain the expected re-
sults.

Santiago and Demajorovic (2014) establish three stages – 
for which they are called middle action – to obtain SLO and 
for other finalities: mapping, expectation, and engagement 
of stakeholders.

Such a model favors the constant and cyclical adequacy, 
identifying opportunities for improvement and acting in this 
direction.

Usually, the process of diagnosis or study of the com-
munities precedes or is included in the planning, since the 
best knowledge about the scenarios is fundamental to the 
accomplishment of a good planning.

Interviewees also stressed the importance of identify-
ing and carrying out a transversal work with all the areas 

Figure 2. Model of community relationship management
Source: Researcher, 2018. 
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involved in activities with communities, inserted in the fig-
ure as a “first stage”. In parallel, the importance of differ-
ent ways of communicating in the process was highlighted. 
Different publics should be prioritized, such as the internal 
public (different areas); the community (in the broad sense 
of the term); and reports to organizations for this purpose 
and to society in general.

From the different experiences and perceptions of the in-
terviewees, the graphic representation proposed in Figure 2, 
below, was elaborated.

3. CONCLUSION

The article contributes to a field, clearly under construc-
tion, from the view of subjects involved with SLO-related 
practices. In addition to bringing the synthesis of the state 
of the art in relation to SLO for the text, it also brought the 
perspective of those who work with it in the practical field, 
problematizing the development of this field in the Brazilian 
context by companies in the mining industry.

The interviewees, when asked, did not recognized great 
references on the subject, citing few practices and guides 
(shown in Table 3) as benchmarking, in practice. However, 
the perception of the professionals regarding the theme was 
not far from the technical and scientific literature, as pre-
sented in Table 2. Nonetheless, the interviewees revealed 
perceptions that the literature does not present. These dis-
coveries demonstrate the value of research for debate and a 
better understanding of the subject.

The literary revision on the theme allowed the percep-
tion of interdisciplinarity. This understanding was confirmed 
in interviews, where it is clear that even companies are still 
looking for a better organizational format for the develop-
ment of this activity, which, in some cases, is fragmented in 
different areas. In practice, for interviews, this interdiscipli-
narity makes it difficult to carry out the process and some-
times generates multiple contacts, with different goals and 
means with the community, making communication difficult 
and creating bonds.

The interviewed professionals reported that the term is 
little used at the managerial level. There is fear of the pro-
cess becoming formal, a new form of licensing. The manag-
ers most involved with the topic, say the interviewees, are 
precisely those who have had problems with their opera-
tions or, in other words, have lost their license to operate.

The professionals indicated that they understand SLO 
as a natural consequence of the effective and continuous 
relationship between company and community. The devel-
opment of a cyclical process was indicated as the most ap-

propriate, due to the dynamism of the relationship and the 
possibility of correcting the course of planned actions, based 
on the changes in the scenarios.

The professionals, incidentally, agree with the bibliogra-
phy visited when pointing SLO as an activity directly related 
to community relations, emphasizing, however, the impor-
tance of the professionals involved in this process. In partic-
ular, they emphasize the important role of the professionals 
who work in the field, together with the community and the 
differentiated profile necessary to perform this function.

In reality, these professionals are considered fundamen-
tal to overcome the difficulties in operationalizing the SLO 
processes, a factor also highlighted by the interviewed pro-
fessionals.

The importance of the SLO, presented in the Literary Re-
view, was confirmed by the interviewees, especially for ex-
tractivist companies, but also for any major undertaking.

One of the conclusions of the research is the existence of 
a vast field of knowledge and theories to explore. Scientific 
literature is restricted and existing gaps allow researchers to 
roam through different possibilities. 

This Research intends to fill some of these gaps by bring-
ing the perception of professionals who live the routine of 
extractive companies in the search for the license to install 
and operate. In addition to the two products presented 
(conceptual analysis of terms related to SLO and basic model 
of community relationship), it contributes to the direction of 
new research and development of practical strategies relat-
ed to SLO, mainly regarding the need to understand the cul-
ture, the local conditions, and the difficulty that the variety 
of this existence imposes for the elaboration of SLO imple-
mentation and follow-up strategies. 

However, the research presents limitations that deserve 
to be recorded as the deepening of only one of the parts 
of the community relationship, the corporate vision, to the 
detriment of the community perspective and other stake-
holders involved. It is Understood that this is a field to be 
explored.
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