
  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Study on Social Impact Assessment 
as a tool for mainstreaming social inclusion and social 

protection concerns in public policy in EU Member States 
 
 
 
 
 

FINAL REPORT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

June 2010 



  

Study on Social Impact Assessment 

as a tool for mainstreaming social inclusion and social 
protection concerns in public policy in EU Member States 
 
Specific Contract No VT/2008/046 
 

 

 

This publication is supported under the European Community Programme for Employment and 
Social Solidarity (2007-2013). This programme is managed by the Directorate-General for 
Employment, social affairs and equal opportunities of the European Commission. It was 
established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of the European Union in 
the employment and social affairs area, as set out in the Social Agenda, and thereby contribute 
to the achievement of the Lisbon Strategy goals in these fields. 

 

 

Final Report 
 
June 2010 

 

Submitted to: 
 
European Commission  
Directorate General Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 
Mr Peter Lelie, National Expert 
 
 
 
Submitted by: 
 
The Evaluation Partnership (TEP) 
Business address: 
83 Baker Street 
London W1U 6AG 
United Kingdom 
 
In collaboration with: 
 
Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) 
 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

1 

Table of Contents 

0.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ...................................................................................................................... 3 

1.0 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................... 9 
1.1 PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................ 9 
1.2 KEY CONCEPTS ................................................................................................................................. 10 

1.2.1 Impact Assessment ....................................................................................................................... 10 
1.2.2 Social Impacts ............................................................................................................................... 11 

1.3 STUDY APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY............................................................................................... 13 
1.4 CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS ........................................................................................................... 14 

2.0 OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL IA ARRANGEMENTS IN THE EU MEMBER STATES ............................ 16 
2.1 EXISTENCE OF INTEGRATED IA AND SOCIAL IA SYSTEMS ...................................................................... 16 
2.2 KEY SOCIAL IA RULES AND PROCEDURES ............................................................................................ 20 
2.3 RELEVANT ACTORS AND CONTRIBUTORS ............................................................................................. 21 
2.4 CONSULTATION AND DISSEMINATION ................................................................................................... 22 

3.0 THE SOCIAL IA SYSTEMS IN A SELECTION OF EU MEMBER STATES AND REGIONS ........... 23 
3.1 INTRODUCTORY REMARKS ABOUT THE SELECTED SOCIAL IA SYSTEMS .................................................. 23 
3.2 THE ASSESSMENT OF SOCIAL IMPACTS ................................................................................................ 26 

3.2.1 Coverage ....................................................................................................................................... 26 
3.2.2 Comparative analysis of social impact categories in IA guidance documents .............................. 30 
3.2.3 Origins and Evolution .................................................................................................................... 34 
3.2.4 Depth and scope ........................................................................................................................... 35 
3.2.5 Approaches, methods and tools .................................................................................................... 38 
3.2.6 Key actors and their roles .............................................................................................................. 39 
3.2.7 Capacity and knowledge ............................................................................................................... 41 

3.3 ISSUES RELATED TO THE EFFECTIVENESS OF IA IN GENERAL ................................................................ 43 
3.3.1 Culture and buy in ......................................................................................................................... 43 
3.3.2 Process and timing ........................................................................................................................ 45 
3.3.3 Use of IA in policy making ............................................................................................................. 45 

4.0 SOCIAL IA IN PRACTICE: CONCRETE EXAMPLES....................................................................... 47 
4.1 THE SAMPLE OF SOCIAL IAS EXAMINED ............................................................................................... 47 
4.2 INTEGRATED IMPACT ASSESSMENTS ................................................................................................... 50 

4.2.1 The social dimension in integrated IA ........................................................................................... 51 
4.2.2 Types of social impacts assessed ................................................................................................. 52 
4.2.3 Methods and tools for social impact assessment .......................................................................... 55 
4.2.4 Procedural elements ...................................................................................................................... 63 

4.3 SPECIFIC IMPACT TESTS .................................................................................................................... 66 
4.3.1 Equality Impact Assessment ......................................................................................................... 66 
4.3.2 Poverty Impact Assessment .......................................................................................................... 71 
4.3.3 Child Impact Assessment .............................................................................................................. 74 
4.3.4 Income Effects Test ....................................................................................................................... 76 

4.4 PROCEDURAL FACTORS PER SOCIAL IA SYSTEM ................................................................................. 78 
4.4.1 Czech Republic ............................................................................................................................. 78 
4.4.2 Finland ........................................................................................................................................... 80 
4.4.3 Flanders ......................................................................................................................................... 82 
4.4.4 Ireland ............................................................................................................................................ 84 
4.4.5 Netherlands ................................................................................................................................... 87 
4.4.6 Northern Ireland ............................................................................................................................. 87 
4.4.7 Poland ............................................................................................................................................ 89 
4.4.8 United Kingdom ............................................................................................................................. 91 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

2 

5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS .................................................................................. 96 
5.1 COMMON CHALLENGES FOR SOCIAL IA IN THE EU MEMBER STATES ..................................................... 96 

5.1.1 Acceptance of IA and buy-in .......................................................................................................... 97 
5.1.2 IA process and timing .................................................................................................................... 97 
5.1.3 Commitment to consider social impacts ........................................................................................ 98 
5.1.4 Definition of social impacts ............................................................................................................ 99 
5.1.5 The proportionate level of analysis ................................................................................................ 99 
5.1.6 Analytical methods, tools and data sources ................................................................................ 100 
5.1.7 Capacity and expertise ................................................................................................................ 100 
5.1.8 Stakeholder consultation ............................................................................................................. 101 
5.1.9 IA as an aid to political decision-making ..................................................................................... 101 
5.1.10 Quality control and system oversight .......................................................................................... 102 

5.2 SOLUTIONS FOR EFFECTIVE SOCIAL IA .............................................................................................. 103 
5.2.1 Understanding social impacts ...................................................................................................... 103 
5.2.2 Embedding social impacts ........................................................................................................... 105 
5.2.3 Analysing social impacts ............................................................................................................. 108 

5.3 THE ROLE OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION AND THE OMC SPSI ...................................................... 110 
 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

3 

0.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

This study was commissioned by the European Commission (DG EMPL) to support mutual 
learning on social impact assessment within the Open Method of Coordination on Social 
Protection and Social Inclusion (OMC SPSI). The overall objective is to describe, compare and 
analyse the different ways in which social impact assessment is currently carried out in the EU 
Member States, and to identify recommendations for the implementation of effective social impact 
assessment systems and for effective social impact analysis. 

For the purpose of this study, ‘impact assessment’ (IA) is understood as a tool and process to 
estimate the likely future impacts of policy proposals. Its ultimate objective is to lead to better 
informed, more evidence-based political decisions. As far as 'social impacts' are concerned, the 
study took the definition of social impacts used in the Commission's IA guidance1 as a starting 
point, and then developed its own working definition for analytical purposes.2 

This study was carried out by The Evaluation Partnership (TEP) in collaboration with the Centre 
for European Policy Studies (CEPS) between November 2008 and April 2010. It consisted of three 
main stages: 

1. General overview (mapping) of the social IA arrangements in the EU at the national and 
(where applicable) regional level. 

2. Comparative analysis of ten well developed / particularly interesting social IA systems. 

3. Comparative analysis of a sample of 30 concrete examples of social IAs carried out in the 
framework of the selected social IA systems. 

Main conclusions and recommendations 

Very broadly speaking, this study has shown that social IA is still in its infancy in most European 
IA systems. Where it takes place at all, the assessment of social impacts is often less well 
developed than the assessment of economic or financial impacts. Examples of IAs that contain an 
in-depth analysis of social impacts are few and far between; where they do exist, they are most 
often conducted on policies with specific social objectives.  

This is not to say that social impacts are always intentionally neglected in the IA systems that 
were examined. It can also be a consequence of one or more of the following factors: (1) IA 
(including social IA) is generally difficult to effectively reconcile and integrate with previously 
existing policy processes; (2) social impacts can be particularly difficult to assess; and (3) some IA 
systems place the main emphasis on economic impacts (explicitly or implicitly).  

Nonetheless, this study has found that effective social IA is possible. There are pockets and/or 
isolated examples of good practice in all of the systems that were assessed. Although the 
circumstances of each system, IA tool and specific case are very different, this study has identified 

                                                      

1 European Commission: Impact Assessment Guidelines, 15 January 2009, p. 35-36.  URL: 
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/commission_guidelines/docs/iag_2009_en.pdf 
2 See section 1.2.2 of this report 
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ten common challenges that any country or region looking to set up an effective system for social 
IA, or to improve their current system, will have to be aware of and address. 

Key challenge Summary description 

1. Acceptance of IA 
and buy-in 

Where the prevalent policy-making culture does not see IA as a tool 
and process that adds value, it can easily turn into a mere tick-box 
exercise. 

2. IA process and 
timing 

For IA to fully play its intended role, it needs to start early enough and 
be understood as a process (not just a report) that runs alongside and 
informs the entire policy development process.  

3. Commitment to 
consider social 
impacts 

Even where social impacts are in principle included within the scope of 
IA, and the guidance places equal weight on the different pillars, de 
facto there is often a focus on economic impacts. 

4. Definition of social 
impacts 

The term “social impacts” is potentially so broad that it means little to 
non-specialists. Some form of orientation is needed to guide IA 
producers towards considering relevant social impacts. 

5. The proportionate 
level of analysis 

While it is generally accepted that the depth and scope of the analysis 
should be proportionate to the significance of the likely impact, defining 
criteria and mechanisms to operationalise this principle tends to be 
very difficult. 

6. Analytical methods, 
tools and data 
sources 

The lack of appropriate tools, models or data sources to assess social 
impacts quantitatively is one of the most frequently cited challenges to 
effective social IA. Most social IA remains purely qualitative, and often 
very superficial. 

7. Capacity and 
expertise 

In order to ensure that even civil servants who do not regularly deal 
with social policy have the necessary knowledge to conduct social IA, 
written guidance needs to be complemented by other methods, such 
as training and ad hoc support. 

8. Stakeholder 
consultation 

When channelled and processed appropriately, input and feedback 
from stakeholders represents not only an effective quality control 
mechanism, but can also be an important source of data and 
information for the analysis of (social) impacts. 

9. IA as an aid to 
political decision-
making 

One of the main objectives of IA is to inform the political decision-
making process, mainly in the legislative branch of government. 
However, the actual use of IAs by politicians as an aid to their 
decision-making is currently quite limited. 

10. Quality control and 
system oversight 

Effective (internal or external) quality control mechanisms are crucial 
to ensuring IA quality. The social dimension is not often represented in 
central quality control / oversight for integrated IA systems. 

 

Some of the challenges listed above (e.g. the timing of the IA process, or the need for effective 
quality control and oversight) relate to all elements of IA, while others apply only to the social 
dimension of IA. Focusing on the elements that are specific to social IA, the study goes on to 
explore potential responses to the following three key questions. 

(1) How can Member States ensure a common understanding of what constitutes a relevant 
social impact? 
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In order to overcome the lack of a consistent understanding among IA producers (as well as 
managers and users) of what constitutes a social impact that should be considered as part of the 
IA process, some form of guidance is required. Some countries and regions have developed lists 
of types of social impacts, but these tend to be rather lengthy and complex, and often include grey 
areas, duplications and/or overlaps. However, this study has shown that the vast majority of social 
impacts can be summarised under a relatively limited list of impact types, namely: 

1. Employment (including labour market standards and rights) 
2. Income 
3. Access to services (including education, social services, etc.) 
4. Respect for fundamental rights (including equality) 
5. Public health and safety 

This list covers a very large part of the impacts considered in IAs. Crucially, some social impact 
categories or assessment types that are not included in the list above are actually covered 
through the combination of the five parameters with specific population groups. For example, 
social inclusion is normally understood as the result of a combination of most or all of the factors 
listed above, when applied to those groups that are at risk of social exclusion. It is therefore 
recommended that Member States examine their respective IA systems (be they integrated 
systems or specific impact tests) through the lens of these five broad categories of social impacts, 
with a view to identifying overlaps and gaps, and eventually devising simpler and clearer guidance 
for social IA. 

(2) How can Member States ensure that relevant social impacts are considered and identified, 
particularly in the early stages of the IA process? 

Given the focus on economic impacts that is prevalent in many IA systems, Member States should 
clarify whether social IA should indeed form part of integrated IA, and how this fits and can be 
reconciled with the (perceived or real) need to conduct a cost-benefit analysis. If social IA is seen 
as a key part of IA, this should be expressed clearly in the written guidance as well as in IA 
training sessions. In addition, the social dimension should ideally be represented in both IA 
system oversight and in ad hoc assistance (e.g. through the creation of networks of experts). 

On a more practical level, there have to be appropriate screening mechanisms or tools to enable 
and encourage civil servants to actually consider social impacts seriously when producing IAs. 
Such tools already exist in several systems, but they are sometimes not designed very well. A 
basic screening framework for social impacts needs to be reasonably easy to understand and 
concise, as well as guide IA producers thought processes in a clear way. Such a framework could 
be structured around the five basic impact categories listed above, and require producers to 
specify which groups are likely to be affected under each impact type. 

(3) What approaches, methods, tools and data sources should be used to assess relevant 
social impacts? 

The tension between the quantitative ambitions of most IA systems and the qualitative reality of 
most social IAs was one of the prominent themes of this study. Developing and disseminating 
knowledge about tools, methods and data sources to measure social impacts quantitatively should 
certainly be one priority. As regards monetised methods, the focus should be on widening the 
awareness and use of existing models (primarily for employment and income effects), and on 
further developing these models and others to make them applicable to a wider set of 
geographical and policy situations. Improved quantitative (non-monetised) assessment would 
require (but also facilitate) the use and development of relevant data sources and indicators. 
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However, it is also important to set realistic expectations as to which kinds of social impacts can 
more easily be quantified, and for which the analysis will in most cases have to remain qualitative, 
and to facilitate thorough and robust qualitative social IA for the latter. This could be done inter alia 
through providing clearer guidance as to what constitutes qualitative “analysis” (as opposed to just 
a cursory mention), but also by widening the available evidence base through wider and better 
use of stakeholder consultation. Strengthening the link between ex post evaluation and ex ante IA 
is another key area to enhance social IA and learn from past experiences. 

The role of the European Commission and the OMC SPSI 

In relation to all three questions posed above, the European Commission and/or the OMC SPSI 
can support the efforts of Member States to facilitate a better understanding, identification and 
analysis of social impacts by: 

• Holding regular workshops, training and/or benchmarking exercises on current social IA 
practice, with a view to developing a ‘learning network’; 

• Developing dedicated online tools for social IA, including a library of examples of social 
IAs; 

• Exploring linkages and learning opportunities between IA and the indicator targets set 
within the Europe 2020 strategy, and/or the assessment of EU structural policies; 

• Pooling resources at the EU level to support the development of datasets and 
sophisticated statistical and modelling instruments in social IA. 

Key findings 

The following section presents key findings from the three phases of the study on which the 
conclusions and recommendations outlined above are based. The key results of the mapping 
exercise (stage 1) include: 

• As of early 2009, 21 of the 27 MS had some form of integrated IA system in place. Several 
of those systems were only created relatively recently, or had only recently been 
revamped. A few others were about to be reviewed. 

• Most of the MS that do not have an integrated IA system in place nonetheless have other 
arrangements to undertake ex ante reviews of the likely effects of new policies or laws, 
albeit often on a less systematic and more ad hoc basis. Some were also planning to 
introduce a formal integrated IA system in the near future. 

• Social IA in the EU MS takes two main forms. It is either undertaken as one part of an 
integrated IA that considers all relevant impacts of a proposal, be they economic, 
environmental, or social; or through a specific impact test that only covers one specific 
type of social impact (e.g. gender equality or health impacts). 

• All in all, the study found that some kind of mechanism to assess the likely social impacts 
of new proposals (be it through an integrated IA system, specific impact tests, or other 
tools or processes) exists in 25 of the 27 MS, as well as in several regions. 

• The specificities of those systems and mechanisms vary widely, in terms of aspects such 
as the kinds of social impacts that are considered, the rules and procedures that have to 
be followed, and the involvement of different actors. 

• The results of the mapping exercise suggest that in many (if not most) MS, there is a 
significant implementation gap between formal IA rules and requirements, and what 
actually happens in practice. This is partly due to the relatively recent introduction or 
revision of many IA systems. 
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Stage 2 of the study analysed ten social IA systems that appeared particularly well-developed or 
interesting based on the results of the mapping exercise. The key results of the analysis include: 

• In the Czech Republic, Finland and Poland, social impacts are assessed as part of 
integrated IA. In Denmark and the Netherlands, social impacts do not form part of 
integrated IA, but separate tests exist to assess specific social impacts (in particular 
gender IA). In Ireland, the UK, Flanders and Northern Ireland, both approaches are 
combined (i.e. integrated IA is to consider social impacts, and is complemented by one or 
more specific tests, such as equality IA). 

• Most of the integrated IA systems that were examined were launched as part of a drive for 
better regulation (sometimes instigated or reinforced by international organisations such as 
the OECD or the EU), usually with a strong focus on minimising unnecessary 
administrative and/or compliance burdens. Social considerations usually did not play a key 
role in the conception of these systems, although one can observe a recent trend towards 
more “integrated” systems that take into account the three pillars of sustainable 
development (economic, environmental, social). 

• The specific impact tests are usually a reflection of government priorities or even specific 
events or situations, such as the paedophilia cases in Flanders in the late 1990s (� youth 
IA), the tensions between religious communities in Northern Ireland (� equality IA), a 
report that uncovered institutional racism in the police in the UK (� race equality IA), or 
the Irish 1997 National Anti-Poverty Strategy (� poverty IA). 

• The amount of guidance and orientation provided regarding which types of social impacts 
(if any) should be considered varies considerably, as does the extent to which certain 
impacts always have to be checked for. Some systems (such as Finland) provide a 
detailed list of social impact categories that should be checked; others (such as the UK) 
remain quite vague. 

• The social impact types that are most frequently mentioned explicitly in the various 
guidance documents are equality impacts (seven of the ten systems), health impacts (six), 
and employment impacts (five). However, how these broad categories are defined varies 
considerably between systems, and the guidance in some countries does not define or 
categorise social impacts at all. Those that do provide categories sometimes use a 
different approach: some define types of impacts such as employment or health (e.g. 
Poland), while others focus on the affected groups that should be considered, such as 
those at risk of poverty (e.g. Ireland). 

• The extent to which social impacts are actually analysed in practice, and the depth and 
scope of the analysis, varies considerably from case to case. Generally speaking, the 
comprehensive and consistent assessment of all likely social impacts of proposals 
represents a challenge that has not been fully overcome in any of the systems that were 
examined. 

• One basic problem tends to be that integrated IA systems encourage officials to identify 
and assess likely social impacts along with other relevant impacts, but leave it largely to 
these officials to determine which (if any) social impacts are likely to be relevant and 
significant. If officials do not fully understand what social impacts are about, and/or if they 
perceive that social impacts are not seen as a priority by their hierarchies, there is a clear 
risk that the assessment will remain superficial (or not be conducted at all). 

• A lack of appropriate methods, tools and data represents a further challenge to social IA. 
Most IA systems require (or at least encourage) IAs to present a monetised cost-benefit 
analysis. Since most social impacts are difficult to estimate in monetary terms, they are 
sometimes seen as irreconcilable with the IA format and therefore only treated in a cursory 
way, or even largely ignored. 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

8 

• While most policy makers are accustomed to justifying their proposals from an economic 
and financial point of view, to many the notion of assessing social impacts can be 
somewhat foreign. One of the keys to enhancing social IA is raising the awareness, 
knowledge and expertise of officials across government. Some countries and regions have 
tried to achieve this through detailed written guidance or specific training sessions, which 
can be effective to a certain extent. But there is also a need for bodies with a specific 
social remit or expertise (be they within ministries, across ministries, or even beyond, such 
as academic institutions) to become more involved in providing ad hoc guidance, support, 
or quality control if and when required. 

• Stakeholder consultation is another key element of social IA, especially if it takes place 
sufficiently early in the IA process. The possibility for interested parties to comment on and 
challenge the content of an IA can be an effective quality check, as well as provide 
additional information and evidence regarding the likely social impacts. However, 
inappropriate timing or channels, as well as a lack of transparency in how the results are 
treated and disseminated, can severely hamper the effectiveness of stakeholder 
consultations. 

The key results of stage 3 of the study, which analysed a sample of social IAs from across a 
number of jurisdictions and policy areas, can be summarised as follows: 

• The comparative analysis of integrated IAs revealed that the consideration of different 
types of social impacts is driven primarily by two factors: the nature of the policy in 
question and the specific social goals it pursues, and (where applicable) the impacts that 
are obligatory to assess. In other words, IAs were most likely to undertake an in-depth 
assessment of (1) the specific social benefits of policies (where these could be used to 
justify the proposal), and (2) the likely social costs and/or benefits in areas where the 
assessment is mandatory (such as employment in Poland or equality in the UK). Other 
social impacts were frequently mentioned, but rarely analysed in any amount of detail. 

• The review of the concrete examples also confirmed that in the majority of cases, the 
assessment of social impacts remained mostly or even purely qualitative – although other 
(mainly economic or financial) impacts were more frequently quantified / monetised. 

• The IAs that were reviewed contain a number of interesting examples of both qualitative 
and quantitative techniques and tools for social IA (including multi-criteria analysis to 
compare hard-to-quantify impacts, different approaches to monetise the benefits of 
increased employment and skills, micro-simulation models that can be used to estimate 
the distributional effect of measures on the income of different population subgroups, and 
a method to determine impacts on disadvantaged areas). In social IA practice, such 
relatively sophisticated methods co-exist with purely narrative, sometimes very brief, 
mentions of what social impacts are likely to occur, frequently without any evidence to 
substantiate this or allow for an understanding of the order of magnitude of the impacts. 

• As for specific impact tests, the study reviewed examples of equality IA, poverty IA, child 
IA, and income effects tests. Each of these tools shows clear potential to produce an in-
depth assessment of a specific type of social impact, and several of the examples that 
were reviewed provided highly useful and relevant results. 

• However, the number of times such specific impact tests are used in practice tends to 
remain low (unless they are made mandatory for all proposals), and their usefulness 
depends to a considerable degree on how relevant the specific impact is for the proposal 
in question. Where this is not the case, such tests can be perceived as excessively rigid, 
tedious and burdensome, and lead to results whose usefulness is doubtful. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The present “Study on Social Impact Assessment as a tool for mainstreaming social inclusion and 
social protection concerns in public policy in EU Member States” was commissioned in November 
2008 by the European Commission (Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 
Opportunities). It has been carried out by a team composed of both better regulation experts and 
social policy experts from The Evaluation Partnership (TEP) and the Centre for European Policy 
Studies (CEPS) over a period of 17 months between November 2008 and April 2010. 

This report presents the main findings, conclusions and recommendations that have emerged 
from the study. The remainder of the present section describes the purpose and scope of this 
study, the approach and methodology, and the resulting challenges and limitations. Sections 2, 3 
and 4 present the main results from each of the three phases of the research. Section 5 draws 
overall conclusions and puts forward recommendations for how to further enhance social IA 
practice in the EU Member States. The annexes to this report contain further details on the 
situation as regards social IA in all EU Member States (annex 1) and in ten selected countries / 
regions (annex 2), as well as a bibliography (annex 3). Furthermore, a reference library of relevant 
IA guidance notes, examples of social IA reports, and consultation standards has been compiled 
in the context of this study. 

 

1.1 Purpose and objectives of the study 

This study was commissioned to support mutual learning on social impact assessment within the 
Open Method of Coordination on Social Protection and Social Inclusion (OMC SPSI). Set up at 
the Lisbon European Council of March 2000 (originally only social inclusion was covered), and 
restructured in 2006, the OMC provides a framework of political coordination without legal 
constraints. Member States agree to identify and promote their most effective policies in the fields 
of Social Protection and Social Inclusion with the aim of learning from each others’ experiences. 
Two of the overall objectives of the OMC SPSI are: 

• effective and mutual interaction between the Lisbon objectives of greater economic growth, 
more and better jobs and greater social cohesion, and with the EU's Sustainable 
Development Strategy; and 

• good governance, transparency and the involvement of stakeholders in the design, 
implementation and monitoring of policy. 

In view of this, social impact assessment (IA) has increasingly come to the fore as a potential tool 
to mainstream social protection and social inclusion concerns into policy-making in the EU 
Member States. 

The overall objective of the present study is to describe, compare and analyse the different ways 
in which social IA is currently carried out in the EU and to identify recommendations for the 
implementation of effective social impact assessment systems and for effective social impact 
assessment analysis. In particular, the study is meant to provide: 

• a general overview (mapping) of the social impact assessment arrangements that are 
currently in place in the EU at the national and (where applicable) regional level; 

• an in depth comparative analysis of a limited set of well developed / particularly interesting 
social impact assessment systems, also focussing on the way in which these systems 
have developed over time in response to challenges, problems encountered; 
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• an in depth comparative analysis of a number of concrete examples of social impact 
assessments carried out in the framework of these social IA systems; 

• conclusions and recommendations on how to implement effective social impact 
assessment systems and how to effectively perform social impact assessment analysis at 
the national/regional level. 

 

1.2 Key concepts 

In order to ensure a consistent and coherent understanding of the subject of this study, it is 
important to clarify the use of two key concepts, namely (1) impact assessment, and (2) social 
impacts. 

1.2.1 Impact Assessment 

In the context of this study, impact assessment is understood as “formal analysis of the potential 
effects of new policies before their adoption”.3 The practice of IA has become widespread among 
developed countries (and increasingly also developing countries) over the last few decades. In the 
international context, IA is often referred to as Regulatory IA (when it is applied to assessing the 
effects of new regulation). The OECD defines Regulatory IA (RIA) as follows: 

“RIA is an institutionalised model for analysis [...]. In its practical application RIA 
commences with an analysis and articulation of the problem which creates the context for 
regulation and proceeds through an evaluation of costs and benefits including a 
consideration of the processes for the implementation of the regulatory action. As an aid to 
decision making RIA includes an evaluation of possible alternative regulatory and non-
regulatory approaches with the overall aim of ensuring that the final selected regulatory 
approach provides the greatest net public benefit.”4 

The European Commission introduced an integrated IA system in 2002. The Communication that 
launched the system defined IA as follows: 

“Impact assessment is a tool to improve the quality and coherence of the policy 
development process. Impact Assessment identifies the likely positive and negative impacts 
of proposed policy actions, enabling informed political judgments to be made about the 
proposal and identify trade-offs in achieving competing objectives”.5 

The revised version of the European Commission’s IA guidelines (2009) further emphasises IA’s 
role not only as a tool, but also as a process: 

“Impact assessment is a set of logical steps to be followed when you prepare policy 
proposals. It is a process that prepares evidence for political decision-makers on the 

                                                      

3 EVIA (2008) “Improving the Practice of Impact Assessment” 
4 OECD (2008): Building an Institutional Framework for Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA): Guidance for 
Policy Makers. URL: http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/44/15/40984990.pdf 
5 Communication from the Commission on Impact Assessment, COM(2002) 276 final 
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advantages and disadvantages of possible policy options by assessing their potential 
impacts. The results of this process are summarised and presented in the IA report.”6 

From the above, it is worth re-emphasising a few key elements of IA, including (1) its application 
to policy proposals (potentially both of a legislative and of a non-legislative nature), (2) the ex ante 
nature of IA (i.e. the attempt to estimate likely future impacts), and (3) its ultimate main objective 
of leading to better informed, more evidence-based political decisions. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the term IA is not always used consistently across 
different jurisdictions, nor are the concepts always applied in the way they are meant to. Thus, 
some work traditionally done in the context of policy preparation (especially when related to option 
appraisal and risk identification) has striking similarities with IA, even if it is not formally part of an 
IA. On the other hand, there can be instances where IA is actually undertaken ex post, i.e. after a 
policy has already been decided or even implemented. This study therefore applied the definitions 
mentioned above in a flexible and pragmatic way, so as to capture all relevant experiences with 
IA. 

1.2.2 Social Impacts 

Social IA is IA when applied to the identification and analysis of the likely social impacts of policy 
proposals. However, what constitutes a “social impact” is not always obvious. As discussed in 
more detail in the later sections of this report, the different IA guidance documents in the countries 
and regions examined provide very different levels of detail as far as the definition or classification 
of social impacts is concerned. Most (but not all) of these explicitly or implicitly treat social impacts 
as one of the three “pillars” of sustainable development (social, environmental and economic). For 
example: 

• In Finland, the IA guidelines state that “By its nature, social impact takes many forms, 
which interact both among themselves and with other types of impact. For instance, social 
impact cannot always be distinguished from economic impact or environmental impact.” 
Seven categories of social impacts are defined around fundamental rights granted in the 
Finnish Constitution, including equality, the right to privacy, the right to language and 
culture, the right to work and the freedom of enterprise, the right to social security and the 
right to a fair trial. 

• In the UK, the guidance document requires integrated IAs to consider the “full range of 
economic, social and environmental costs and benefits”. Some types of social impact are 
specified in the checklist of specific impact tests (mostly to do with impacts on specific 
groups), but this is not meant to represent an exhaustive list of all kinds of social impacts 
to be taken into account in integrated IA. 

• In Northern Ireland, integrated IA must consider the three pillars of sustainable 
development. It contains a number of specific impact tests, some of which are defined as 
primarily social. However, the guidelines also acknowledge that many of these tests cut 
across two or even three pillars (e.g. Health and Rural). 

• In Poland, the IA guidelines also stress the importance of an equal consideration of the 
three pillars of sustainable development. The guidance treats “impact on the labour 
market” (including standards and rights related to job quality) as a separate, mandatory 
category. Other “social aspects” that might be taken into consideration are listed in a table. 

                                                      

6 EC IA guidelines, p. 4. URL: 
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/commission_guidelines/docs/iag_2009_en.pdf 
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These are very wide-ranging, and include equality-related aspects, as well as impacts on 
the disposable income of households and families. 

• The Czech IA guidance also lists three broad areas of impacts to be assessed (economic, 
social and environmental). Under social impacts it lists, by way of example, 11 possible 
types of social impacts, including employment and labour market issues, health protection, 
social inclusion or exclusion, equal rights, and the “general social situation of individuals 
and families”. 

• In Ireland, the RIA guidelines does not make an explicit distinction between “social” and 
other impacts, but instead lists seven impact categories, two of which (socially excluded 
and vulnerable groups, rights of citizens) have a clear social focus. 

The review of the available national guidance documents shows that no explicit definition of what 
constitutes a “social impact” exists in any of them, nor do any of the guidance documents pretend 
to provide an exhaustive list of types of such impacts. In fact, some explicitly recognise that there 
are impacts that could easily be categorised under more than one of the three “pillars” of 
sustainable development. Therefore, the study team initially used the list of social impacts in the 
European Commission’s IA Guidelines7 as a framework of reference. However, this list appears to 
be partly a result of the Commission’s internal structure (division into DGs with different 
competencies), and presents certain conceptual difficulties, grey areas and overlaps. 

Given these difficulties, this study team developed a broad definition of social impacts: 

Social impacts are any impacts that affect individual citizens or groups of individuals 
(e.g. households, families, specific population sub-groups such as women, ethnic minorities 
or low-income groups, or those living in a particular area or region).8 

Social impacts can affect the lives of individuals or groups of individuals in a variety of ways and 
according to different parameters, including (but not limited to):9 

1. Employment (including labour market standards and rights) 
2. Income 
3. Access to services (including education, social services, etc.) 
4. Respect for fundamental rights (including equality) 
5. Public health and safety 

Based on the research undertaken in the context of this study, the five categories listed above are 
the ones that are most frequently addressed in IA guidance documents, but there are potentially 
many other ways in which regulatory or non-regulatory interventions can affect (groups of) 
individuals, and the list should therefore not be seen as exhaustive. At the same time, some social 
impact categories or assessment types that are not explicitly mentioned above are actually 
covered through the combination of the five parameters with specific population groups. Thus, 
social inclusion or exclusion is normally understood as the result of a combination of many of the 
factors listed above. Similarly, poverty IA in Ireland is about assessing options to “prevent people 

                                                      

7 URL: http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/commission_guidelines/docs/iag_2009_en.pdf 
8 Defined in this way, social impacts are different from economic impacts (which, using a similar approach, 
would be taken to affect businesses, the state budget, or the national or regional economy as a whole) and 
environmental impacts (which affect the natural eco-system). 
9 The first three categories listed here are also addressed in the parallel study “Review of Methodologies 
applied for the assessment of employment and social impacts” (Ecorys 2009), which finds that “in the social 
sphere, employment and income are the most easily quantified variables”. 
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falling into poverty, reduce the level (in terms of numbers and depth) of poverty and/or ameliorate 
the effects of poverty”, which once again coincides largely with the five parameters listed above. 
Therefore, and in view of the fact that the development of a complete and exhaustive list of 
possible social impacts appears impractical and even potentially counterproductive (given the 
many different ways in which similar impact can be understood and framed, depending on one’s 
specific viewpoint), the limited number of broad categories described above provide a useful basic 
reference framework that covers the vast majority of social IA work across the systems that were 
examined, and largely avoids overlaps and duplications.10 

Finally, it is important to emphasise that the definition above does not have normative character. 
As mentioned above, some jurisdictions classify some of these impacts as economic (in particular 
regarding employment and income) or even environmental (regarding health), and this may be 
equally valid.11 However, for the purpose of this study, all impacts that affect (positively or 
negatively) individuals or certain groups of individuals are considered as social impacts. 

 

1.3 Study approach and methodology 

In line with its main objectives, this study consisted of three main stages: 

1. General overview (mapping) of the social IA arrangements in the EU at the national and 
(where applicable) regional level: Members of the study team engaged and gathered input 
from a total of 61 government officials (representing both better regulation functions or 
departments and ministries or departments of social affairs), as well as a few 
representatives of think tanks or academic institutions, in all 27 MS. Based on these 
contacts and the review of relevant documentation (where available), the national and 
regional social IA systems, rules and procedures were mapped in accordance with 27 pre-
defined criteria. 

2. Comparative analysis of a limited number of well developed / particularly interesting social 
IA systems: Based on the results of the first stage, the study team selected eight national 
and two regional social IA systems that appeared particularly interesting for a more in-
depth analysis. This involved fieldwork in all ten countries / regions, during which a total of 
95 interviews were conducted with managers / co-ordinators of the (social) IA systems, 
producers and users of social IAs, and stakeholders who were consulted for IAs. Using the 
information compiled, ten detailed reports were produced for each, which formed the basis 
for the comparative analysis. 

3. Comparative analysis of a sample of concrete examples of social IAs carried out in the 
framework of the selected social IA systems: During the analysis of the ten social IA 
systems, the study team also compiled information about specific examples of IAs that had 
a relatively strong social dimension. In agreement with the European Commission, a 
sample of 30 such IAs was selected for further examination against a series of set criteria. 

                                                      

10 Should one wish to develop a categorisation that is further broken down, one could also consider using 
either the European Social Charter (which contains 31 social rights) or the Report on the Social Situation in 
the EU (which uses 21 key social indicators) as a starting point. However, given the reality of social IA as 
examined in this study, and the desire to keep the definition used herein pragmatic, generally applicable and 
reasonably concise, the five broad categories listed above provide the most useful reference framework. 
11 In fact, if the definition proposed herein is applied consistently, employment or income effects would count 
as “economic” if they are assessed for the economy as a whole, rather than for specific groups of individuals 
or workers). 
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Information was gathered through an in-depth review of the IA reports, and a series of 83 
interviews (mostly over the telephone) with civil servants (or in a few cases consultants or 
academia) who contributed to producing these IAs, and high-ranking government officials, 
members of parliament or their staff, and stakeholders who used (or in some instances, 
could potentially have used) the IAs as a source of information and/or as an aid to their 
decision-making. 

Thus, a very significant number of documents were reviewed, and a total of nearly 240 structured 
or semi-structured interviews conducted, over the duration of the project. The resulting data and 
information were processed in numerous reports and fiches (at system or individual IA level), and 
subsequently cross-analysed to draw out relevant findings, conclusions and recommendations. 

 

1.4 Challenges and limitations 

During the course of the study, a number of challenges emerged that have a bearing on the final 
results presented in this report. The table overleaf lists the key challenges and any resulting 
limitations that should be kept in mind. 

Issue Key challenge Resulting limitations 

IA is a moving 
target 

As indicated in several places in this report, IA is 
currently in a state of evolution in many EU MS. 
In several countries and regions, new systems 
have only recently been adopted or are in the 
process of being developed. Some countries and 
regions with existing IA systems have recently 
introduced changes and modifications, the full 
effects of which cannot yet be fully assessed.  

This study can only present a 
‘snapshot’ of the situation as of 2009 / 
early 2010. Some social IA systems 
are likely to have since evolved 
further, and some findings may 
already be outdated at the time of 
writing. 

Influence and 
use of IA 

Because IA is (or rather, should be) intimately 
linked with the internal policy-making process 
both within government departments and 
parliaments, certain aspects are notoriously 
difficult to research and pin down (in particular in 
the absence of the ‘counterfactual’ – i.e. what 
would have happened without IA?). This includes 
the exact timing of IA work, and whether it had 
any influence on the nature and content of 
proposals and/or the decision-making on them. 

Given the difficulty of finding 
conclusive evidence regarding issues 
such as the ones indicated in the 
column to the left, related findings 
and conclusions had to rely primarily 
on the experiences, views and 
opinions of interview partners. 

Implementation 
gap 

The later stages of this study have shown that in 
many jurisdictions there is a significant gap 
between IA as prescribed in the relevant rules 
and guidance documents, and its implementation 
in actual practice. This includes not only cases of 
non-implementation of IA requirements, but also 
instances where the formal rules and procedures 
seem to have been adapted to ‘better fit’ with 
national or regional political or administrative 
systems or cultures. 

The frequent disconnect between 
rules and guidelines and the way IA is 
carried out / used in practice should 
be taken into account, especially 
when comparing the findings of the 
different stages of the research. In 
some cases, the implementation gap 
only emerged during the later stages, 
after the selection of IA systems or 
concrete examples for examination 
that, with hindsight, were not ideally 
suited. 
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Issue Key challenge Resulting limitations 

Early stage of 
development of 
social IA 

The challenges listed above apply even more to 
specifically social IA. Where it exists at all, social 
IA is often not systematically applied. Recent 
changes to rules and guidance affect its 
implementation. Given this frequent lack of 
practical experience, as well as the conceptual 
difficulties of defining and analysing social 
impacts (see section 1.2.2), the understanding of 
some interviewees of what constitutes social IA 
was limited. 

The lack of experience with social IA 
limited the amount of relevant 
information that was available for this 
study, including the sample of 
examples of social IA that were 
analysed in stage 3 (which was 
smaller than originally envisaged). 

Very broad 
scope of the 
study 

Although the data collection effort was very 
significant (as reflected inter alia in the duration of 
the study and the number of interviews 
conducted), the very broad scope of the study 
(which initially covered all 27 MS) meant that the 
effort had to be spread out across a very large 
number of issues, systems and MS.  

As a result of the vast scope, the 
evidence base in certain areas can 
be relatively thin. This applies in 
particular to stage 1, where the study 
team was often reliant on the 
interpretation of a limited number of 
interviewees for the examination of 
the national (social) IA systems. As a 
result, the results of the mapping 
exercise should be used with a 
degree of caution. 
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2.0 OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL IA ARRANGEMENTS IN THE EU MEMBER 
STATES 

The first stage of this study was dedicated to an initial mapping of IA arrangements in general, and 
social IA in particular, across all 27 EU Member States. It is important to note, however, that the 
purpose of this exercise was not to obtain a detailed understanding of the arrangements and 
systems in each Member State (which would have exceeded the scope of a mapping exercise). 
Rather, the exercise was meant to identify general issues and trends, provide a baseline for the 
remainder of the study, and – crucially – lead to the selection of a reduced number of particularly 
interesting or well-developed social IA systems for a more in-depth analysis. 

The following section presents some of the key results from this initial mapping. More details can 
be found in annex 1. 

2.1 Existence of integrated IA and social IA systems 

The first stage of this study has confirmed that “Social Impact Assessment” in the purest possible 
sense (i.e. understood as a tool or process that assesses all possible types of social impacts, and 
only the social impacts, of proposals) does not exist in any of the 27 EU MS. Instead, social IA is 
carried out in two main ways: (1) as one of the dimensions of integrated IA (usually next to 
economic and environmental impacts), and (2) in the form of specific impact tests that focus on 
one specific kind of social impact (such as gender equality IA, health IA, or poverty IA). 

A recent project on IA12 found that the adoption of integrated IA (IIA) has been spreading rapidly in 
the EU MS over the last 15 years. The present study has found that, as of early 2009, 21 of the 27 
MS had some form of IIA system in place. Several of those systems were only created relatively 
recently, or had only recently been revamped (such as the IIA systems in Finland and the Slovak 
Republic). A few others (including France and Slovenia) were about to be reviewed. It also 
emerged that in at least eight MS, some level of integrated IA is also undertaken at the regional 
level.  

Most of those MS that do not have an IIA system as such still have other arrangements to 
undertake ex ante reviews of the likely effects of new policies or laws, albeit often on a less 
systematic and more ad hoc basis. Several MS were also in the process of designing new IIA 
systems (including Bulgaria, Cyprus and Spain). This shows clearly that IA in Europe is currently a 
dynamic area that is characterised by frequent new developments and changes to existing 
systems. This is primarily due to the fact that “Better Regulation” is high on most governments’ 
agenda; nearly all IIA systems are part of an initiative to foster evidence-based policy-making / 
better regulation. In some cases, influence / pressure from international organisations (mainly the 
OECD, or the EU in the context of accession) have also played a role. However, specific social 
policy priorities, or pressure from civil society, only seem to have played a role in the adoption of 
IA in a very small number of MS. 

Looking specifically at social IA, the information gathered during the initial mapping exercise 
suggests that 25 MS have some kind of process in place for the ex ante assessment of social 
impacts (including both IIA and non-IIA arrangements). The table below provides an overview of 
the MS that fall into each category according to the information that was available to the study 

                                                      

12 EVIA: “Improving the practice of Impact Assessment”, 2008. URL: http://web.fu-
berlin.de/ffu/evia/EVIA_Policy_Paper.pdf  
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team. It is important to note that this refers to the situation in early 2009, and may in some cases 
be incomplete (for example if interviewees were unaware of certain arrangements within their 
respective countries; please refer to the limitations in section 1.4). 

IIA system in place; social 
impacts are considered (as part of 
IIA or through separate IA tools) 

No IIA system in place, but other 
arrangements exist for ex ante 
assessment of impacts, including 
social impacts 

No IIA system or similar 
arrangement to assess social 
impacts is in place 

• Belgium 
• Czech Republic 
• Denmark 
• Estonia 
• Finland 
• France* 
• Germany 
• Greece 
• Hungary 
• Ireland 
• Italy 
• Lithuania 
• Malta 
• Netherlands 
• Poland 
• Portugal 
• Romania 
• Slovak Republic 
• Sweden 
• Slovenia* 
• United Kingdom 

• Austria 
• Cyprus* 
• Latvia 
• Spain* 

• Bulgaria* 
• Luxembourg* 

* A new or revised system was being planned at the time the information was compiled 

However, the table above only tells part of the story. In addition to which systems have any 
mechanisms for social IA in place at all, it is important to understand how each MS interprets the 
concept of ‘social impacts’, which obviously affects the scope of social IA and under what 
circumstances the assessment of a particular ‘social impact’ is required. The European 
Commission’s IA guidelines provide a useful point of departure from which to review the Member 
States’ coverage of ‘social impacts’. This lists the following nine types of potential social impacts 
which should be considered in European Commission IAs:13 

• Employment and labour markets 
• Standards and rights related to job quality 
• Social inclusion and protection of particular groups 
• Equality of treatment and opportunities, non-discrimination 
• Private and family life, personal data 
• Governance, participation, good administration, access to justice, media and ethics 
• Public health and safety 
• Crime, Terrorism and security 
• Access to and effects on social protection, health and educational systems 

                                                      

13 This list of possible social impacts does not include the two newly added impacts which were included in 
the revised 2009 guidelines (Culture and Social impacts in third countries) as these were not available 
during the early stages of tool development. 
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Some national social IA systems (be they integrated IA systems or specific assessments that only 
cover certain types of impacts) provide more guidance as to the types of social impacts that 
should be taken into account than others; a few provide no breakdown at all of what is to be 
considered under social impacts. To cite three examples (a more detailed comparison covering 
selected systems is contained in section 3.2.1): 

• In Finland, social impacts are one of the four types of impact assessed in each IA, as laid 
out in detail in IA guidelines, which stipulate that all ‘relevant’ impacts have to be assessed 
for each proposal. The guidelines contain a detailed description of seven different types of 
social impacts, and a checklist in the guidelines that helps officials to identify which 
impacts are relevant for each specific case. The guidelines are still quite new and therefore 
implementation, especially for social impacts, is an ongoing process. 

• In Ireland, the assessment of social impacts is integrated into the general impact category 
in the Regulatory IA guidance notes. Impacts of a social nature are described in the 
guidance documentation at a high level, and then in some cases referenced to a separate 
guidance note for the specific areas, namely Poverty IA and Health IA. 

• In the UK, the guidance requires IAs to take account of “the full range of economic, social 
and environmental costs and benefits”, without specifying what these impacts may be. 
However, certain types of impacts (including a number of potential social impacts) are 
covered by specific impact tests. It is at the discretion of the policy lead to determine 
whether or not a specific social impact test is necessary (the exception being equality IA, 
which is a statutory requirement). 

In trying to check the social IA arrangements14 against the European Commission’s categories of 
social impacts (and keeping in mind that national guidance documents do not always use the 
same terminology), the study team found that five MS seem to cover all nine of the Commission’s 
areas, while three only cover one (namely equality, sometimes only in respect of one particular 
group). The majority cover between three and seven of the categories listed above. However, it 
should be noted that the statements made previously only refer to the theoretical coverage of the 
respective systems, and should not be taken to say anything about what happens in actual 
practice. In fact, the later stages of the study have clearly shown that there are instances where 
types of social impacts that should in principle be covered are frequently ignored in practice, but 
that there are also cases where types of social impacts that are not explicitly required are 
nonetheless taken into account in IA practice. 

In terms of how frequently the different social impact categories are taken into account in the EU 
Member States (again, in principle not in practice), the table overleaf shows that the impact that is 
covered in the highest number of national IA (or similar) systems is equality of treatment and 
opportunities and non-discrimination. In many systems, this concept is only applicable to one or 
more specifically defined groups or strands of equality (such as gender equality). This is followed 
by employment and labour market impacts, and social inclusion and protection of particular 
groups. It needs to be stressed again that the data underlying this analysis is subject to certain 
limitations; the table below should therefore be seen as providing an indication of overall trends, 
rather than an absolutely accurate description of the situation in each MS. It is also important to 
note that those systems that only require (or recommend) the assessment of social impacts in 
general, but do not specify what kinds of impacts should be covered, are not included in the table. 

                                                      

14 This assessment is based on available IA guidance documents and interviewee feedback. 
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Member 
State 

Employment & 
labour markets 

Standards and 
rights related to 
job quality 

Social inclusion 
and protection 
of particular 
groups 

Equality of 
treatment & 
opportunities, 

non-
discrimination 

Private and 
family life, 

personal data 

Governance, 
participation, 

good 
administration, 
access to 

justice, media 
and ethics 

Public health 
and safety 

Crime, 
terrorism and 
security 

Access to and 
effects on 
social 

protection, 
health and 
educational 
systems 

No breakdown / 
categorisation 
provided 

AT � � � � � � � � �  
BE � � � � � � � � �  
BG           
CY          � 
CZ � � � � � � ?? � �  
DK   � �  �     
EE �   �       
FI � � � � � � � � �  
FR       �  �  
DE    �       
EL �  � �   �  �  
HU          � 
IE � � � � � � � � �  
IT � � � � � � �  �  
LV � � � �   � � �  
LT �  � � �      
LU           
MT �   � �  �  �  
PL � � �  �  �  �  
PT � � � � �  � �   
RO          � 
SK �  � �     �  
SI          � 
ES    �       
SE          � 
NL    �       
UK   � � � � �    
Total 14/27 9/27 14/27 18/27 11/27 8/27 13/27 7/27 12/27 5/27 
% of MS 52% 33% 52% 67% 41% 30% 48% 26% 44% 19% 
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While the categories listed above provided a useful frame of reference for the initial mapping, 
there are clearly a number of grey areas and overlaps between them.15 Therefore, during the next 
phase of the study different ways of categorisation and how these apply to a selection of social IA 
systems were explored (see section 3.2.2 of this report). 

 

2.2 Key social IA rules and procedures 

Key aspects of how IA is understood and implemented, such as the scope of application of IA, the 
mandatory or voluntary nature of IA, or the timing of the IA process, vary significantly between the 
different national and regional systems. While the mapping exercise could only scratch the surface 
of these rules and processes (which can be quite complex and sometimes ambiguous), a number 
of interesting findings have emerged. 

Most importantly, there are a number of factors that were identified at this early stage as having 
the potential to significantly influence the effectiveness of social IA. The main factors include: 

• Classification of social impacts: Does the social IA system provide an explicit classification 
of different types of social impacts that should be assessed? 

� As noted above, the extent to which types of social impacts are defined varies; 
some guidance documents contain detailed lists of social impacts that should be 
considered, whereas others only note very generally that any “relevant” social 
impacts should be taken into account. 

• Screening arrangements: Are there rules, procedures or tools to help civil servants 
undertake an early screening of what social impacts might be relevant in a particular case? 

� Several of the social IA systems have introduced procedures (often in the form of 
screening checklists) to guide social IA producers to decide whether an in-depth 
assessment of certain impacts is required, and to avoid imposing an excessive 
burden on them. These tend to consist of a series of questions that have to be 
answered either “Yes” or “No” (e.g. “Will the policy address or impact on measures 
to promote employment or employability among the most disadvantaged?”, or “Will 
the proposal have an impact on human rights?”). If the answer is “Yes”, a detailed 
assessment (sometimes in the form of a so-called specific impact test) is required.  

• Voluntary or mandatory system: Does social IA have to be carried out for all proposals (of 
a particular type), or is the application purely voluntary? 

� In the vast majority of systems, integrated IA is mandatory for all legislative 
proposals (although some countries make a distinction between primary and 
secondary legislation, or make certain exceptions). However, the picture becomes 
more muddled when one considers the specific social elements within integrated 
IA. For example, even if the guidance documents state clearly that IAs should 
assess all relevant social impacts, what happens if the producer of the IA deems 
that no social impacts are likely to occur? In such cases, is it acceptable for the IA 

                                                      

15 This particular structure is likely to be inspired by the specific division of competencies between different 
Directorates-General within the European Commission. For more information on alternative ways of 
classifying social impacts, please also refer to section 1.2.2 of this report. 
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report to not mention social impacts at all? Concerning specific social impact tests, 
there are also notable differences. For example, in the UK equality IA is mandatory 
for all legislative proposals, whereas in Ireland, poverty IA is voluntary.  

• Presence of guidelines for social IA: Is there specific guidance on how to perform social IA, 
and/or is there a template or recommended format for social IA reports? 

� Again (and partly related to the first point above), there are notable differences as 
to the amount of guidance that exists, both in terms of the social element within 
integrated IA, and separate tools to assess specific types of social impacts. Also, in 
some systems the format / structure of the IA report is strictly defined; in others the 
format is largely left flexible. 

• Timing: Does social IA have to be carried out early in the policy development process, or 
can it start at a later stage? 

� It is widely recognised that it is good practice to establish the need for any form of 
IA and begin reviewing the potential impacts of a proposed policy / legislation as 
early in the proposal development process as possible. The formal rules in most 
EU MS reflect this, but some systems have stronger mechanisms in place to 
ensure an early start to the IA process than others. As a result, in some 
jurisdictions IA seems to be frequently carried out only during the last stages of the 
policy development process. 

 

2.3 Relevant actors and contributors 

In all of the MS which have some form of social IA arrangement in place, the responsibility for 
conducting the IA process and producing the IA report lies with the relevant ministry and, more 
specifically, with the individual(s) responsible for developing the proposal. In most systems, the 
involvement of other ministries tends to be minimal; only in a small minority of countries 
interviewees reported that the responsibility for conducting a (social) IA can be shared by a group 
of ministries in cases where they touch upon issues and policies that are cross-cutting. The 
involvement of external consultants or academics also appears to be very limited in the vast 
majority of systems (partly because of resource constraints and/or timing issues). 

This means that the involvement of social policy experts – be they from the Ministry for Social 
Affairs (or equivalent) or from independent research institutions – in producing IAs (other than 
those for policies for which the Ministry for Social Affairs is directly responsible) appears to be the 
exception rather than the norm. 

In terms of IA system oversight, the most common form which has been adopted across MS is the 
appointment of a central government unit which plays an oversight role. Both the institutional set-
up and the exact remit and role of these units can vary quite significantly. Examples of institutions 
that host the IA oversight function include the Federal Programming Service on Sustainable 
Development in Belgium, the Ministry of the Interior in the Czech Republic, the Ministry of Justice 
in Denmark, the Prime Minister’s Office in Poland, and the Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills in the UK. Regarding the role of these units, this normally includes the development and 
updating of rules and guidance documents, as well as general system co-ordination. However, 
when it comes to quality control, the extent to which most of these units are able (due to political 
and/or resource constraints) to actually provide quality assurance of individual IAs that are carried 
out by the different ministries or departments is often quite limited. 
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As noted above, Ministries of Social Affairs normally do not have a specific role to play when it 
comes to inputting into or checking the quality of the social elements of IA. In this context, it is 
worth noting that the European Commission’s IA Board (which consists of five members and 
checks all IAs produced by the Commission services) includes a DG Employment, Social Affairs 
and Equal Opportunities director that provides social impact expertise. No examples of any similar 
arrangements were found in any of the MS.  

 

2.4 Consultation and dissemination 

The consultation of relevant stakeholders can be a key element of IA in general, and social IA in 
particular, both to enable interested parties to scrutinise the assumptions made, methods used 
and (preliminary) conclusions reached, and to collect additional information and evidence from 
stakeholders that may feed into the assessment of likely impacts. 

In most systems, the mapping exercise suggests that some form of consultation routinely takes 
place as part of the social IA process. However, this statement needs to be qualified in at least 
two important ways. First, it is often difficult to assess the actual role of the IA in the consultation 
process; in the vast majority of systems, it appears that the focus of the stakeholder consultation 
is not the IA, but the proposal it accompanies. A draft version of the IA report is only included as 
part of the consultation documentation in very few cases. (While this limits the opportunities for 
stakeholders to comment directly on the IA, of course it leaves the door open for stakeholder 
feedback on the proposal itself to be taken into account in the ensuing stages of the IA work and 
in the final IA report.) Secondly, consultation culture varies, and depending on the MS in question, 
the concept of stakeholder consultation can encompass not only open public consultations, but 
also more targeted forms of consultation, including through existing committees or other civil 
society fora. 

Notwithstanding the above, ten MS were found to have documented quality standards for 
consultation. Eight of these define or recommend a minimum consultation or hearing period 
ranging from two weeks (Hungary, Slovak Republic) to 12 weeks (United Kingdom). As to the 
main consultation methods, the following three forms or methods are all frequently used in 
approximately two thirds of all MS (with most MS using a combination of formal or informal, 
internet-based and more direct methods): 

• Public online consultations; 

• Other forms of formal consultation, including public consultation events as well as 
consultation with stakeholder committee or councils; 

• Informal methods of consultation (i.e. direct contact with relevant stakeholders). 

The level of transparency associated with the social IA process can also partially be viewed in the 
way in which the consultation results are treated and disseminated. Based on the information 
compiled during the mapping stage of the study, 13 MS publish the responses to public 
consultations either as received or in summary form. In a few cases guidelines exist for the 
transparency of consultation results. 

Finally, the publicity and dissemination of IA reports (including social IAs) also varies quite 
significantly between MS. In some cases, the IA (or a summary thereof) is included in the 
explanatory memorandum to the proposal. Beyond this, only very few MS have firm rules for 
publishing IA results (usually via the internet). In some MS, it appears that IAs are purely internal 
documents to the relevant ministry or department, and not made public at all. 
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3.0 THE SOCIAL IA SYSTEMS IN A SELECTION OF EU MEMBER 
STATES AND REGIONS 

This section presents the summary results of the comparative analysis of the sample of national 
and regional social IA systems that were examined in depth during stage 2 of the study. Based on 
the results of the mapping stage, and in agreement with DG EMPL, ten national and regional 
social IA systems that appeared well developed or particularly interesting were chosen for in-
depth analysis. The main objective of this analysis was to compare and contrast the different 
systems with a view to revealing the strengths and weaknesses of each, identifying best practices 
and drawing conclusions. The following ten systems were chosen: 

• The Czech Republic (CZ) 
• Denmark (DK) 
• Finland (FI) 
• Flanders (FL) 
• Ireland (IE) 
• Italy (IT) 
• The Netherlands (NL) 
• Northern Ireland (NI) 
• Poland (PL) 
• The United Kingdom (UK) 

 
The criteria that were explored in order to understand the factors that can potentially influence 
how individual Member States and regions conduct social IA were political / economic context, 
origins and basic features of the IA system, procedures and tools for social IA, assessment of 
social IA in practice, capacity and knowledge for social IA, openness and transparency, use and 
influence of results, and notable examples of social IA.  

The following section presents some of the key results from the comparative analysis of these 
systems for social IAs. More details on each individual system can be found in annex 2. 

 

3.1 Introductory remarks about the selected social IA systems 

Before describing and comparing the individual social IA systems, it is important to set the scene 
by providing a basic typology of social IA systems. As has been noted previously, the term “social 
IA” can be used in different ways: 

• As one part of an integrated IA that considers all relevant impacts of a proposal, be they 
economic, environmental, or social.  

• Through a specific impact test that only covers one specific type of social impact (e.g. 
gender equality or health impacts). 

• Through a combination of these two approaches, i.e. an integrated IA complemented by 
specific social impact tests. 

The table below provides a very brief summary of each of the systems that were examined in 
order to show which of the three basic models they follow. As can be seen, three social IA 
systems (CZ, FI, PL) consider social impacts as part of an integrated IA. Two systems (DK, NL) 
do not normally assess social impacts as part of their integrated IAs, but use specific tests for 
selected social impacts. Four systems (IE, UK, FL, NI) combine both approaches. 
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The case of Italy (IT) requires a special mention. During the fieldwork, it became clear that 
although the guidance for integrated IA at the national level does require the government to 
consider impacts on citizens, in practice social impacts have not been assessed in any of the IAs 
carried out to date. Therefore, the Italian IA system is not included in the ensuing analysis 
concerning the assessment of social impacts (section 3.2.), although relevant aspects are 
mentioned in the section on issues related to the effectiveness of IA in general (section 3.3.). 

Country / region Key features 

Czech Republic • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• The guidance lists examples of social impacts, but no comprehensive checklist 

Denmark • The main IA tool requires the assessment of economic, administrative and 
environmental (but not social) impacts 

• In addition, all legislative proposals must undergo gender equality IA 

Finland • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• Detailed guidance consists of 40 specific screening questions relating to 7 
areas of potential social impacts 

Ireland • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• A number of “specific impact tests”, including poverty IA, complement the 
general IA tool 

Italy • At national level, integrated IAs should consider relevant impacts on 
businesses, citizens and public administration 

• No guidance exists as to what types of social impacts should be considered, 
and in practice social impacts are typically not assessed 

• Certain regions and municipalities have carried out specifically social IAs 

Netherlands • The general IA system consists of three tests, none of which covers the social 
dimension. 

• Social impacts are instead dealt with through specific tests (income effects test 
and gender IA) and on a case by case basis 

Poland • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• Labour market impacts must always be considered; the consideration of five 
other types of social impacts is recommended by the guidance 

UK • Integrated IAs should consider (and monetise to the extent possible) relevant 
economic, environmental and social impacts 

• A number of “specific impact tests”, such as equality IA, complement the 
general IA tool 

Flanders • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• Originally a separate tool, Youth IA has recently been integrated into general 
IA as a specific impact test 

Northern Ireland • Integrated IAs should consider relevant economic, environmental and social 
impacts 

• The IA system encompasses a number of specific impact tests, some of which 
address the social dimension (equality IA, health IA, etc.) 

 

There is a second dimension of differentiation between IA systems that is worth noting here. 
Irrespectively of the way in which they consider social impacts, one can distinguish IA systems in 
terms of the main intended use of the IAs that are produced. Broadly speaking, most IA systems 
are laid out to fulfil a dual function: IAs are both a process to help government departments or 
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ministries (executive branch) to produce better proposals, and a tool to aid political decision 
making (mainly in the legislative branch). Such IAs are usually also made public in order to 
enhance transparency and accountability. 

However, this second, external dimension is largely missing in some IA systems. These produce 
IAs primarily for the internal use of the government ministries or departments, in order to enhance 
the policy development process and lead to higher quality proposals. In these systems, the IA tool 
tends to be used rather flexibly according to the needs of the policy makers and the specific 
issues being considered; the results are not always made public. 

The distinction between the two types of IA systems according to their main use (internal and 
external / internal only) is not always completely clear cut, and the actual use made can vary from 
IA to IA according to factors that are discussed in more depth below. Nonetheless, the information 
gathered for this study suggests that, while the majority of systems examined are intended to fulfil 
both an internal and an external function, two IA systems (DK, NL) are mainly focused on the 
internal processes within government departments. A key factor in determining this was the 
question of whether or not IAs are systematically made public, but other factors (such as the 
degree of centralisation / fragmentation of the system, existence of strong oversight mechanisms, 
and the extent to which voluntary IA approaches play a role) were also taken into account. 

The diagram below combines the two differentiators discussed previously, showing systems with a 
similar approach to assessing social impacts, and with a similar main use of IAs, in the same cells. 
It should be noted that the positioning of a system within the same cell is insignificant; the diagram 
is only intended to show basic approaches, not relatively higher or lower levels of integration of 
social impacts or of the external use of IAs.  

Assessment of social impacts

Relevant social impacts assessed as part of 
integrated IA

Specific social impact tests

M
ai

n 
us

es
of

 IA

INTERNAL & 
EXTERNAL
(Used for internal  
government 
decision-making 
AND for 
transparency / 
accountability)

INTERNAL
(Used primarily for 
internal decision-
making in 
government 
departments; not 
always made 
public)

UK

DKNL

NIPLCZ

FI
FL

IE

FL*

 
* Youth IA in Flanders was originally a separate tool, but it has recently been integrated into the general IA system 

Naturally, the above diagram is a simplification and cannot adequately depict or do justice to all 
the different facets of the social IA systems that were examined. However, it does constitute a 
useful reference framework for the ensuing comparative analysis, as each basic approach comes 
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with specific implications, consequences, challenges and opportunities that affect the 
effectiveness of social IA. 

 

3.2 The assessment of social impacts 

3.2.1 Coverage 

Different social IA systems cover different types of social impacts. Systems that cover social 
impacts as part of an integrated IA generally require officials to consider “all relevant” impacts, 
including social impacts. However, the amount of guidance and orientation provided varies 
considerably, as does the extent to which certain impacts are mandatory (i.e. always have to be 
checked for): 

• Finland has the most comprehensive guidance as regards the types of social impacts that 
should be considered. The IA guidelines specify and explain in considerable detail seven 
social impact areas (mostly linked with fundamental rights granted by the Constitution). 
The annex contains a checklist of 40 concrete questions relating to these areas (e.g. 
“Does the proposal have an impact on the interests of the child population or a part 
thereof?”) that policy makers should ask themselves while drafting an IA. 

• In Poland, the assessment of impacts on the labour market (including employment & 
standards and rights relating to job quality) is mandatory in all IAs. Considering other social 
impacts is recommended, and a checklist contains a series of screening questions related 
to five areas of social impact. 

• The Czech Republic’s guidance is less prescriptive as to what kinds of social impacts 
should be assessed, but recommends considering a broad spectrum, and provides a few 
examples of social impact types to be considered. 

• The Irish guidelines stipulate that all RIAs must consider seven broad types of impacts, 
two of which are unequivocally social (impacts on the socially excluded and vulnerable 
groups; impacts on the rights of citizens). Some other social impacts are included in other 
categories (e.g. human health under environmental impacts; employment impacts under 
national competitiveness). Each broad impact type is explained in approximately two to 
five paragraphs in the guidelines.  

• The UK and Flemish IA systems include a general requirement to consider social impacts, 
but no or very little concrete guidance as to what kinds of impacts. However, in the UK and 
in Flanders this is to some extent compensated by the existence of specific impact tests. 
Northern Ireland relies especially heavily on such specific tests (see below). 

• Denmark and the Netherlands do not require the assessment of social impacts in IA, but 
do have separate tests or assessments for a few specific social impacts. 

As their name suggests, specific impact tests are a tool to assess one specific kind of social 
impact. These tests can sometimes form part of (or be presented as an annex to) an integrated IA, 
but they can also exist as a self-standing tool. In the systems examined, the following relevant 
specific impact tests are in use:  

• The most frequent kind of a specific social impact test is equality IA. This is a statutory 
duty in the UK (concerning race, gender and disability) and Northern Ireland (concerning a 
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more comprehensive set of potential inequalities including also religion, age, etc.). In 
Denmark and the Netherlands, equality IA is limited to gender issues. 

• In the UK and Northern Ireland, a number of other tests cover areas such as health, 
human rights, rural proofing, etc.  However, these are not statutory duties, and need to be 
considered only if and when relevant. 

• In Ireland, poverty IA (formerly referred to as poverty proofing) is defined as a process by 
which government departments, local authorities and State agencies assess the likely 
impact of policies and programmes “on poverty and on inequalities which are likely to lead 
to poverty, with a view to poverty reduction.” There are important similarities between 
equality IA (as performed in the UK and Northern Ireland) and poverty IA, given that both 
focus on the impacts on particular disadvantaged groups. The primary aim of poverty IA in 
Ireland is to identify the impact of proposals on “those experiencing poverty or at risk of 
falling into poverty”, including women, lone parent families and families with large numbers 
of children, people with disabilities, unemployed, homeless, migrants and ethnic minorities, 
etc.   

• The Netherlands have developed an income effects to quantitatively assess the specific 
effects of a proposal on the income of different households in the Netherlands. 

• In Flanders, youth IA used to be a separate test, but has recently been integrated into the 
general IA tool. This means that all IAs will now have to consider whether there will be 
differential impacts on young people, and if significant impacts are likely, undertake an in-
depth assessment using the youth IA methodology. 

The table overleaf provides an overview of all types of social impacts prescribed by the respective 
guidance documents. Looking at the frequency of impact categories across systems, the following 
trends can be identified: 

• The impact category that is present in the highest number of IA systems (seven) is equality 
impacts. 

� The scope of equality IA varies significantly: while some systems focus exclusively 
on one possible source of inequality or differential impacts (gender in Denmark and 
the Netherlands, age in Flanders), others are much broader, especially Northern 
Ireland, which considers nine different grounds for (in)equality. 

• Health impacts are explicitly mentioned as an impact category that should be considered in 
six of the analysed IA systems. 

• Five IA systems require IAs to assess employment impacts. 

� Depending on the system in question, this category is phrased can also include 
other “labour market issues” such as impacts on working life, or labour standards 
and rights. In a couple of systems, employment is classified as an economic rather 
than a social impact. 

• Impacts related to social inclusion or exclusion (including poverty) form part of the IA 
processes in four jurisdictions. 

• Four IA systems also require policy makers to consider impacts on different types of 
individuals’ rights (human rights, “rights of citizens”, or “equal rights”). 
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� It should be noted that there are potential conceptual and practical linkages and 
overlaps between equality impacts (which focus on differences between affected 
groups based on ‘objective’ factors such as gender, religion or age), social 
inclusion impacts (which also looks at inequalities, but tends to have a somewhat 
broader remit to include socio-economic factors in the analysis), and possibly also 
impacts on individual rights. 

• Three IA systems explicitly take into consideration, respectively, impacts on crime and 
security; on the situation or income of (certain) households; and on the situation / 
development of specific (e.g. rural) regions or communities. 

• Two IA systems consider impacts on data protection, or on the functioning of or 
participation in democratic processes. 

It is important to keep in mind that the information contained in the summary above and the table 
overleaf only relates to how impacts are categorised in the guidance documents. The fact that, for 
instance, employment impacts are not mentioned explicitly in the UK IA guidance should not be 
taken to mean that such impacts are not or should not be assessed. 

 

Czech Republic 

The guidance lists the following 
examples of social impacts that 
should be assessed as part of IIA: 

• Employment and labour 
market issues 

• Workplace safety 
• Health protection 
• Social inclusion or exclusion 
• Equal rights 
• Harmonization of family life 

and work 
• “General social situation of 

individuals and families” 
• Personal data protection 

issues 
• Participation in democratic 

governance 
• Access to information 
• Crime and security 

Denmark 

There is no requirement to assess 
social impacts as part of IIA. 

There is a separate test to 
assess: 

• Gender equality impacts 
(including the equality of men 
and women, labour market 
opportunities, rights and 
duties, and the distribution of 
resources between men and 
women) 

Finland 

The guidance requires IIAs to 
consider social impacts under the 
following headings: 

• Impact on the status of 
citizens and the functioning 
of democratic society 

• Impact on social affairs and 
health 

• Impact on equality, children 
and gender equality 

• Impact on employment and 
working life 

• Impact on crime prevention 
and security 

• Impact on regional 
development 

• Impact on the information 
society 

A few other social impacts are 
included in other categories: 

• Financial position of 
households (under economic 
impacts) 

• Human health, living 
conditions and comfort 
(under environmental 
impacts) 
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Ireland 

The guidance requires each IIA to 
consider social impacts under the 
following headings: 

• Impacts on the socially 
excluded or vulnerable 
groups (including poverty, 
health and equality impacts) 

• Impacts on the rights of 
citizens 

A few other social impacts are 
included in other categories: 

• Human health (under 
environmental impacts) 

• Employment impacts (under 
national competitiveness) 

There are also separate tests to 
assess: 

• Impacts on those 
experiencing or at risk of 
poverty 

• Health impacts 

Netherlands 

The Dutch IIA system consists of 
three separate tests, none of 
which cover social impacts. 

There are separate tests to 
assess: 

• Gender equality impacts 
• Income effects on different 

households 
 

Poland 

The guidance requires IIAs to 
consider social impacts under the 
following headings: 

• Labour market impacts 
(including employment & 
standards and rights relating 
to job quality) 

The guidance also recommends 
IIAs to consider the following 
social impacts: 

• Social inclusion and 
protection of specific groups 

• Protection of personal data 
• Public health, labour safety 

and hygiene 
• Access and effect on welfare, 

health protection, and 
education systems 

• Impacts on consumers and 
households (including 
income effects) 

UK 

The guidance requires IIAs to 
consider all relevant economic, 
environmental and social impacts. 
It does not define which types of 
social impacts should be 
assessed. 

There are separate tests (which 
can form part of IIA) to assess: 

• Impacts on health, well-being 
or health inequalities 

• Impacts on race equality, 
gender equality, and 
disability equality 

• Impacts on human rights 
• Different impacts in rural 

areas 
 

Flanders 

IIAs should consider social 
impacts, but the guidance does 
not define which types of social 
impacts. 

There is a separate test (recently 
integrated into IIA) to assess: 

• Impacts on children and 
young people 

 

Northern Ireland 

The IIA system includes tests for 
the following social impacts: 

• Community safety and 
victims of conflict or crime 

• Equality (related to religion, 
political opinion, race, age, 
marital status, sexual 
orientation, gender, disability, 
and dependants) 

• Health 
• Human rights 
• Social inclusion (according to 

the principles of New TSN / 
Lifetime Opportunities) 

• Rural areas 

In addition, economic IA includes 
under the broad area of “skills”: 

• Long-term employment 
opportunities 
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3.2.2 Comparative analysis of social impact categories in IA guidance documents 

Building on the above list and table of types of social impacts prescribed by the different IA 
guidance documents, this section expands on, analyses and attempts to further conceptualise the 
different categories, based on a comparative review of the detailed guidance in the respective 
documents. 

The starting point for this analysis are the five broad dimensions of social impacts presented in 
section 1.2.2 of this report (i.e. employment; income; access to services; respect for fundamental 
rights; public health and safety). However, it is worth reiterating that the way in which impact types 
are listed in the guidance documents is not always easy to reconcile with this reference framework 
for a number of reasons: 

• Some guidance documents are quite prescriptive as to the types of impacts to be 
considered (e.g. Finland, Poland), whereas others remain quite general (e.g. the UK); 
 

• Even where a list of different types of social impacts is provided, the level of detail varies 
significantly, ranging from a simple list of examples without further explanation (e.g. Czech 
Republic) to detailed descriptions including sub-questions (e.g. Finland); 

 
• The way impact categories are framed also varies; some guidance documents place the 

emphasis on defining types of impacts such as employment or health (e.g. Poland), while 
others focus on defining the affected groups that should be considered (such as those at 
risk of poverty) and remain relatively vague as regards the nature of the potential impact 
on these groups (e.g. Ireland); 
 

• Because of the different ways in which impact categories are framed and defined, there 
can be overlaps (e.g. the Northern Irish RIA guidance requires the assessment of 
employment / employability impacts among the most disadvantaged under social 
inclusion). 

Nonetheless, in broad terms, the coverage of the different guidance documents can be 
summarised as shown in the table below. Please note that, because several guidance documents 
make specific reference to it, social inclusion and social protection has been included as a 
separate entry, even though it usually refers to a combination of factors under other headings. 
Also, equality is shown as a separate category due to its frequent occurrence. 

Type of impact CZ DK FI IE NL PL UK FL NI 

1. Employment �  � �*  �   �* 

2. Income   �*  � �    

3. Access to services      �    

4. a) Equality  � � � �  � � � 

4. b) Other fundamental rights �  � �   �  � 

5. Public health and safety �  �** �***  � �  � 

6. Social inclusion / protection �   �  �   � 

7. Other social impacts �  �   �    

*   Classified as an economic impact in the guidance (“financial position of households”) 
**  Included in the guidance under both environmental and social impacts 
*** Classified as an environmental impact in the guidance 
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It needs to be stressed again that the table above contains information only on the types of 
impacts that are explicitly mentioned in the respective guidance documents; it says nothing about 
whether these are actually assessed in IAs in practice. In fact, this study has shown that there are 
numerous instances where IAs consider impacts that are not mentioned in the guidelines, as well 
as instances where IAs do not assess (rightly or wrongly) impact types that are listed in the 
guidelines (see section 4 for more in depth analysis of individual IAs). 

For three areas of social impacts that are particularly relevant and interesting for this study, further 
details as to what these categories entail in the different systems is provided below. 

 

A) Employment impacts 

The way employment and labour market impacts are presented in the guidance documents varies 
considerably. Broadly speaking, in three of the five IA systems that explicitly mention employment 
impacts this concept also includes qualitative impacts related to job quality, standards and rights. 
The other two (not coincidentally, these are the ones that consider employment primarily as an 
economic impact) focus mainly on the extent to which proposals are likely to lead to an increase 
or a reduction in the number of jobs. The table below illustrates the different components of 
employment impacts as stated in the various IA guidelines. 

Jurisdiction Employment and labour market impacts Impacts related to job quality 

Czech Republic • Employment and labour market 
issues 

• Workplace safety 
• Harmonisation of family life and work 

Finland • Employment (supply and demand of 
labour, mobility, employment in 
public / private sector) 

• Functioning of the labour market and 
structural issues (respective labour 
market positions of various employee 
categories; functioning of employer 
organisations of varying sizes; status 
of organised and non-organised 
employers) 

• Status of employees (working hours 
arrangements or duration of 
employment contracts; wages and 
salaries; minimum standards; 
workplace safety, occupational health, 
job satisfaction; training or activities at 
the workplace level) 

Ireland • Labour supply and demand, skills 
(under impacts on “national 
competitiveness”) 

 

Poland • Employment and labour markets (job 
creation or loss, overall or in specific 
segments of the labour market; 
efficiency of the labour market, 
including flexibility of businesses and 
mobility of employees; “job seeking 
determination and professional 
activity of the jobless”) 

• Standards and rights related to job 
quality (access to active labour 
market instruments; workplace safety 
and hygiene standards; rights and 
duties of employers or employees; 
equality between workers and jobless, 
organised and non-organised 
workers; workers’ skills) 

Northern Ireland • Employment opportunities and 
employment flexibility (under 
economic vibrancy) 

• Long term employment opportunities 
(under skills) 
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B) Equality impacts 

The different dimensions of equality that must be considered range from only one (gender in Denmark and the Netherlands, young age in Flanders) to 
nearly ten grounds for inequality in Ireland and Northern Ireland. The table below shows the coverage of all the different tools that were examined. 

Jurisdiction Tool 

Criteria / grounds for inequality to be considered 
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Denmark Gender IA �              

Finland Integrated IA (applies to groups for which 
the Constitution prohibits discrimination) 

� � � � � � �        

Ireland Regulatory IA (applies to groups covered 
by equality legislation) 

� � � � � �  � � �    
 

Poverty IA (applies to those “experiencing 
or at risk of poverty”) 

�  �  �     � � � �  

Netherlands Gender IA �              

United 
Kingdom 

Equality IA (applies to groups covered by 
equality legislation) 

�  � �          
 

Rural proofing             �  

Flanders Child IA (JoKER) (applies to young 
people up to the age of 25) 

 �            
 

Northern 
Ireland 

Equality IA (applies to groups covered by 
equality legislation) 

� � � �  � � � � �    
 

New Targeting Social Need (TSN) IA              � 
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C) Impacts on social inclusion and social protection 

The concept of social inclusion / exclusion and/or social protection is mentioned in the guidance 
documents of four of the countries / regions that were examined. The table below shows that the 
defining feature of impacts in the category of social inclusion is usually the affected group rather 
than the type of impact, which is often a combination of income, employment, access to services 
or goods such as education and housing, and health. 

Jurisdiction Key concepts / questions related to social inclusion 

Czech Republic Social inclusion or exclusion is mentioned as an example of a social impact to be 
considered, but not further explained in RIA guidance. 

Ireland Under “Impacts on the Socially Excluded or Vulnerable Groups “, the RIA guidance 
states that a RIA should: 

• Examine and identify potential impacts on socially excluded or vulnerable 
groups [a number of key groups are identified], taking account of a number 
of high priority policy areas; 

• Consider the potential impacts on people of different genders, marital 
status, family status, ages, disabilities, sexual orientation, race, religion and 
on members of the traveller community; 

• Consider the likely impact of the policy or regulation on poverty, and on the 
inequalities which are likely to lead to poverty, including inequality in 
employment and in the supply of and access to goods and services. 

The guidance for Poverty IA states that a PIA should: 
• Consider whether the proposal has any impact on poverty, e.g. on the 

numbers of people at risk of poverty, numbers of people in consistent 
poverty, persistent poverty, or the depth of poverty experienced. 

• It is important to remember that it is not just monetary effects in terms of 
poverty but, because of the definition of poverty used, it is a wider social 
inclusion aspect that should be considered. In that regard it [...] is important 
to take a long-term view. 

Poland Under “social inclusion and protection of specific groups”, the RIA guidance lists the 
following questions: 

• How will [the proposal] affect access to the labour market, getting in/out of 
this market? 

• How will it affect a specific group of people, companies, towns/villages, 
more exposed persons, persons most threatened with poverty? 

Northern Ireland Under “social inclusion”, the IIA guidance lists the following questions: 
• Will the policy impact on socially excluded or vulnerable groups or involve 

the delivery of a service within or to socially excluded areas? 
• Will the policy address or impact on measures to promote employment or 

employability among the most disadvantaged? 
• Will the policy address or impact on other areas of inequality and 

disadvantage such as health, education and housing? 
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3.2.3 Origins and Evolution 

Before exploring in more detail the application of the IA tools, processes and tests outlined above, 
it is worth briefly considering how they came into being, and how they have evolved since then. 
This can give useful clues as to the role of the social dimension within a system. 

While in some countries certain impact assessment practices began in the 1990s (Denmark, 
Finland, Netherlands) or even earlier (UK), most of the integrated IA systems were launched after 
2000. Irrespectively of the exact point in time when these systems began to operate, the original 
underlying rationale tended to be very similar: IA was nearly always conceived as part of a drive 
for better regulation, i.e. an attempt to make the legislative and policy processes more effective 
and efficient, usually with a strong focus on minimising unnecessary burdens (in particular 
administrative and compliance costs for businesses). Based on the information gathered for this 
study, this appears to have been a key objective (and arguably often the main objective) of all 
systems that were examined.  

Social considerations have usually not played a key role in the conception of the IA systems. In 
fact, two of the ‘oldest’ integrated IA systems (Denmark, Netherlands) still do not routinely 
examine social impacts as part of the process. On the other hand, as IA has drawn more interest, 
and international best practices have begun to emerge over the last decade or so,16 one can 
observe a certain degree of similarity in the approaches and guidelines for IA in the different 
jurisdictions, and this often leads to more “integrated” systems that take into account the three 
pillars (economic, environmental, social). Evidence for an influence of OECD recommendations 
was found in several of the systems under examination, be it in the set-up of the system (Ireland, 
Poland) or in reforming it (Finland). Furthermore, the perceived need to tackle regulatory quality in 
the context of accession to the EU also played a role in the cases of the Czech Republic and 
Poland (and parts of these countries’ IA guidance shows significant similarities with the European 
Commission’s own IA guidelines). 

Thus, all of the systems being examined in this study that were set up after 2000 require (or at 
least recommend) officials to take into account potential social impacts. The UK system has 
gradually moved in this direction as well. However, this should be seen more as a consequence of 
the trend towards more integration of all three pillars, and not necessarily as an indication that the 
social dimension was or is seen as a priority. An exception to this may be the case of Finland, 
where a recent review of the IA system has in fact led inter alia to a stronger focus on social 
impacts. However, the same is not true in Ireland, where one of the main consequences of the 
2008 operational review of the IA system is a stronger focus on reducing burdens for SMEs. 

Concerning the specific social impact tests, these are usually a reflection of very specific 
government priorities. Many can be directly traced to national political priorities (such as a long-
standing focus on gender equality issues in Denmark and the Netherlands, further strengthened 
by the Beijing Declaration in 1995), or even to specific events or situations such as the widely 
published paedophilia cases in Flanders in the late 1990s (� youth IA), the tensions between 
religious communities in Northern Ireland (� equality IA), the McPherson report in the UK which 
uncovered institutional racism in the police (� race equality IA), or the Irish 1997 National Anti-
Poverty Strategy, which held that despite the significant economic progress made in the 1990s, 
tackling poverty and social exclusion remained one of the major challenges facing Irish society (� 
poverty IA). The same is true to some extent of specific points of emphasis in the general IA 

                                                      

16 See for instance the good practices for designing and implementing RIA developed by the OECD. OECD 
(1997), Regulatory Impact Analysis: Best Practice in OECD Countries, Paris. 
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systems, such as the mandatory nature of labour market impact assessment in Poland with its 
high unemployment rate and the historically strong role of organised labour. 

 

3.2.4 Depth and scope 

As noted above, in the social IA systems being examined one usually finds a general requirement 
to take into account social impacts (the nature of which is sometimes defined in detail, sometimes 
not), sometimes complemented by one or more specific impact tests, some of which are 
mandatory, others are not.  

Unsurprisingly, the research conducted for this study does not provide an absolutely clear-cut 
answer to the question of the effectiveness of different systems for assessing social impacts. The 
depth and scope of the analysis of social impacts varies considerably from case to case, ranging 
from non-existent or minimal to significant. In addition, because many of the systems have 
undergone recent changes, the consequences of these changes have often not yet fully 
materialised. Nonetheless, it appears fair to say that a comprehensive and consistent assessment 
of all likely social impacts of proposals represents a challenge that has not been fully overcome in 
any of the systems that were examined.  

Based on the research conducted and the feedback collected from individuals involved in the 
different systems, the prevalent situation in most systems can be summarised as follows: obvious, 
direct social impacts (especially social benefits) are usually identified in IAs, but whether the 
systems are consistently able to pick up on less obvious, indirect social impacts (especially social 
costs) is mostly doubtful. Taking the two categories in turn: 

• Likely social benefits which can be used to justify other (mainly financial) costs are quite 
frequently identified in integrated IAs, especially in the case of policies with specific social 
aims. However, the depth and quality of the analysis varies considerably, and because it is 
so difficult to quantify social benefits, it often remains purely qualitative / descriptive / 
speculative. 

• Likely social costs are often more difficult to identify, especially for a non-expert in the 
specific policy area concerned (such as equality). Furthermore, the policy maker may not 
always have a strong incentive to highlight these in the IA, given that they may put in 
question the policy being proposed. Interviewees across nearly all systems voiced doubts 
as to whether their respective systems always dealt adequately with such impacts. 

Thus, broadly speaking, the basic problems tend to be similar in all integrated IA systems: they 
encourage officials to identify and assess likely social impacts along with other relevant impacts, 
but leave it largely to these officials to determine which (if any) social impacts are likely to be 
relevant and significant. IA systems in different countries and regions are exposed to these 
problems to differing extents, and rely on different approaches and methods to mitigate their 
effects. These have to do mainly with the level of guidance as to what social impacts may be 
relevant and should at least be screened for (see above), and with the checks and balances 
inherent in the system to ensure the choices of drafting officials can be challenged. 

The following is an overview of relevant aspects related to the above in the systems that were 
examined. Some of the features mentioned here are discussed in more detail in the following 
sections. 

• The centre-piece of the UK’s IA system is the analysis of monetised costs and benefits. 
This brings with it an obvious risk that social impacts that cannot be monetised are 
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neglected (although key non-monetised impacts also need to be specified in the IA 
document and summary form). In practice, a recent National Audit Office report found that 
58% of all UK IAs produced in the first half of 2008 “considered social impacts” (although it 
does not say anything about the depth and scope of their analysis). Comparable figures do 
not exist for any of the other systems that were examined, but interviewee feedback 
suggests that the figure would probably be much lower in most other systems. The key 
incentive for UK policy makers to include all relevant likely impacts in their IAs (including 
those social impacts that are covered by a specific impact test and those that are not) is 
the intense external scrutiny that IAs are subject to from stakeholders and MPs. 

• In Ireland, social impacts are reportedly systematically considered as part of the 
mandatory integrated RIA requirements. The level of detail of the assessment tends to 
vary significantly depending on the department and the policy in question. The Better 
Regulation Unit in the Department of the Taoiseach actively checks completed RIA 
documents and occasionally requests departments to carry out additional assessments of 
social impacts in cases where it is felt necessary.   

• The Finnish IA system was revised and streamlined in late 2007 with a view to a stronger 
integration of the various pillars, partly based on the recognition that the previous, 
fragmented system was not effective in consistently assessing social impacts. The new 
guidance is unique in how it provides a detailed introduction to numerous areas of potential 
impacts, as well as a checklist. This detailed guidance is Finland’s main vehicle for 
ensuring comprehensive coverage of social impacts, but it is too early to ascertain to what 
extent this objective will be achieved. 

• In practice, the IA systems in the Czech Republic and Poland are very much focused on 
economic / financial impacts. Although each of them pays ‘lip service’ to the social 
dimension, it is not seen as a priority in IAs, and the systems are largely toothless when it 
comes to ensuring social impacts are taken into account in practice. As a consequence of 
this (as well as of resource and time constraints), IAs produced in these systems only 
sporadically consider social impacts other than those which are obvious because they are 
related to the policy’s main objectives (although there are notable exceptions). 

• The Danish, Dutch, and Flemish IA systems also focus primarily on economic aspects. 
Specific social impact tests and/or voluntary efforts of individual ministries notwithstanding, 
the systems provide few formal requirements or explicit guidance for the assessment of 
social impacts. Nonetheless, the information collected for this study suggests that in 
practice, social impacts are considered to a greater extent than in the systems mentioned 
in the previous paragraph (although consistency and transparency can be an issue). This 
appears to be mainly the result of a relatively firmly entrenched culture of informal co-
ordination, consultation and use of evidence in policy making. 

• Northern Ireland’s IA system is very prescriptive in that it uses a large number of specific 
impact tests to cover all relevant areas of potential social impacts; integrated IAs 
essentially bring together the results of the various tests carried out. In practice, the only 
specific social impact tests that are frequently carried out are equality IA (which is 
mandatory) and health IA (for which detailed guidance also exists). Other tests (e.g. for 
social inclusion or for rural impacts) are treated as optional and rarely used. 

The Northern Irish case highlights the challenge of the effective use of specific impact tests. 
Ideally, these can serve to ensure the consideration of specific types of impacts. However, when 
they are mandatory, the risk is that they either treated as a mere tick-box exercise (rather than a 
serious analytical exercise), or create excessive burdens in terms of time and resources. When 
their use is voluntary, the risk is that they are only conducted very sporadically, and on cases 
where the impact is so obvious that it would have probably been identified through a standard IA 
procedure anyway. 
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The most frequent (and arguably most relevant given the direct or indirect link with social inclusion 
and social protection concerns) specific impact test is equality IA. It exists as a separate test 
(albeit with a different focus) in the following systems: 

• In Denmark and in the Netherlands, specific tests exist to assess gender equality impacts. 
In Denmark, although gender IA is mandatory for all legislative proposals, the results are 
not made public and it is difficult to assess if and how this is implemented in practice. In 
the Netherlands, however, the test is not mandatory, and implementation of gender IA is 
clearly limited: only 25 proper assessments have been carried out since the introduction of 
the system in 1994. According to the guidelines, the test should be carried out externally 
by research centres and experts on gender mainstreaming. However, in practice this has 
proven to be difficult to reconcile with the dynamics and timing of the policy making 
process. It is hoped that a recently developed, more flexible and less burdensome “quick 
scan” will lead to a wider implementation of gender IA in the Netherlands.  

• In the UK and in Northern Ireland, equality IAs are broader. In the UK, they were first 
introduced as race equality IAs, and have since been expanded to also include gender and 
disability. In Northern Ireland, the scope is broader still, including these three grounds as 
well as religion, political opinion, sexual orientation, marital status, dependents, and age. In 
both systems, equality IA is a statutory requirement, i.e. at least a screening process must 
always be carried out. The tool is intended not only to avoid creating new inequalities, but 
also to proactively consider ways in which policies could reduce existing inequalities. In 
practice, quite detailed equality IAs co-exist with others that consist of a single phrase 
(along the lines of “the proposal will have no impact”). 

It should be noted that, although none of these equality IA systems explicitly consider socio-
economic inequalities, it was widely felt by interviewees that they often implicitly lead to a 
consideration of impacts on groups such as the poor or socially excluded – either because these 
groups tend to coincide to a large extent with those being considered in equality IA (e.g. ethnic 
minorities, children or the elderly), or because the tests can be taken as a model to be applied 
(voluntarily) to such groups as well. 

In addition to equality IAs, a few other specific impact tests are potentially relevant with a view to 
social inclusion and social protection concerns: 

• The system for poverty IA in Ireland was introduced in 1998 (as poverty proofing), and has 
since been reviewed twice. The current system has been in place since 2005, and is still 
considered to be in a pilot phase. It is estimated that to date, approximately 12 PIAs have 
been produced for both central government and local government policies or plans; these 
are generally considered to be of high quality, although they vary in length and level of 
detail. All departments are encouraged to perform PIA, but since it is not a statutory duty, 
this cannot be enforced (hence the relatively low number of examples). Another weakness 
of the system is that the results of PIA are not normally integrated with the wider RIAs, 
which severely limits their influence in the decision making processes. 

• In Flanders, Child Impact Assessment was introduced in 1997. The methodology was 
developed in 2001 and applied to approximately 50 proposals. However, the methodology 
(which essentially consisted of a checklist requiring officials to score different impact 
criteria on a scale of 1-5) was reportedly weak and did not tend to lead to much critical 
deliberation; the tool was also not applied uniformly to all proposals (reportedly to only 
approx. 10% of all potentially relevant cases). In January 2009, the system was reformed, 
re-named “Youth IA” (it now concerns young people aged up to 25, rather than only 
children) and integrated into the general IA system. Henceforth, youth IA will no longer be 
undertaken as a separate process; instead, all IAs have to consider the impacts on young 
people as part of the standard procedure. If no differential impact is expected, this must be 
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stated explicitly; if significant impacts appear likely, more analysis (using the specific Youth 
IA guidelines) is required. While the practical experience with this new tool is still limited, it 
is considered as having a good potential for improving the quality of assessments. 

• In the Netherlands, an income effects tests is used regularly to estimate the specific effects 
of a proposal on the income of different households in the Netherlands (in particular a 
sample of 20 vulnerable households such as those with lone parents) by means of a 
complex quantitative model. The test is normally carried out by a dedicated unit when a 
legislative or policy proposal is being prepared. Currently about 10-20 income effects tests 
are performed per year, but it appears that ministries are starting to ask for an income 
effects test on more and more of their proposals. 

• In Northern Ireland, there is a relatively new (and so far sparsely used) tool called New 
Targeting Social Need (New TSN) Impact Assessment. New TSN (which is now termed 
‘Lifetime Opportunities’) is an integral part of the Government’s Anti-Poverty and Social 
Inclusion Strategy. It takes a geographical approach to social exclusion. New TSN IA 
assesses impacts on disadvantaged areas (rather than on people with specific socio-
economic characteristics). 

Finally, it is also worth noting a few other instances that could be considered as social IA, but 
happen outside of the formal IA systems discussed previously: 

• Since 2006, the Danish Ministry of the Interior and Social Welfare (MISW) uses an internal 
procedure to assess the social impacts of its legislation and special programme funding in 
the social fields (e.g. elderly, socially excluded people with disabilities, socially exposed 
children, children in pre-school) and housing issues. It does so on a purely voluntary basis, 
and the recommended methodology (which entails a clear description of inputs, activities, 
output, immediate and long term impacts) is internal to the MISW. Since 2006, around 20 
such assessments have been completed by the MISW. 

• In the Czech Republic, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs regularly commissions 
external “research” reports, many of which include elements of impact assessment and 
cost-benefit analyses of potential future social policies. These are often exploratory studies 
that assess different scenarios; as such, they fulfil a function comparable to early-stage 
social IAs. However, they do not formally fall within the system, and are not subject to the 
formal IA rules. 

 

3.2.5 Approaches, methods and tools 

Most assessment of social impacts is of a qualitative nature. This is true both for assessments that 
form part of an integrated IA, and for the specific social impact tests. In all systems that were 
examined, the identification (sometimes based on a screening procedure that requires officials to 
answer a series of probing questions) and subsequent qualitative description of social impacts is 
by far the most important “method” for social IA. If and when they are consulted, input from 
stakeholders and interested parties tends to be a key source of information / evidence for such 
assessments. Where available, official statistics and secondary data from surveys and internal or 
external research reports are also frequently used sources, be it to describe the existing situation 
(baseline) or to evidence likely future impacts. The former can be especially important in equality 
IA, which require a solid knowledge of existing inequalities among the target group of a proposal. 

According to interviewees, quantitative analysis or monetisation of social impacts in areas such as 
social inclusion, poverty reduction and equality represents a difficult challenge in all systems. This 
is often cited as one of the main reasons why social impacts are sometimes under-represented, 
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especially in systems that emphasise cost-benefit analysis (such as Poland). However, the UK 
experience (among others) shows that it is not impossible to reconcile qualitative and quantitative 
aspects in the analysis of social impacts. Thus, the UK IA summary template contains fields for 
both monetised costs and benefits, and key non-monetised costs and benefits. Where possible, 
some social costs / benefits are included in the monetisation. However, it is clear that in most 
cases, these represent only a small part of the overall social impacts. This is not considered to be 
a problem as long as it is made clear in the accompanying text. 

One area of social impact that can be estimated quantitatively (if adequately segmented data and 
appropriate models exist) are the income effects of proposals on different types of households or 
segments of society. This is essentially an economic impact, but becomes “social” when applied to 
understand the effects on the vulnerable or socially excluded groups, the poor, etc. Tools and data 
to calculate such income effects exist for example in the UK (Department for Work and Pensions), 
Ireland (the SWITCH model has been used in some poverty IAs to simulate the potential 
redistribution effects of tax and benefit reforms) and in the Netherlands (income effects test), and 
were also cited as becoming more and more important in Finland. However, it must be noted that 
even these calculations can only predict the direct effects (i.e. increased or reduced income); 
indirect social effects (such as enhanced equity or better social cohesion as a result of increased 
income of the poor) can usually only be considered qualitatively. 

Another way in which social impacts could potentially be reflected in an aggregated analysis of 
monetised costs and benefits is by distributional weighting, i.e. by affording costs or benefits 
accrued by specific groups greater weight. While it is generally accepted that the marginal utility of 
extra income is higher for the poor than for the rich, and the UK’s guidance for cost-benefit 
analysis encourages policy makers to use distributional weighting, it is rarely (if ever) attempted in 
IAs in practice, primarily because of methodological uncertainties regarding the exact weighting 
criteria. 

Northern Ireland also takes an interesting approach to the collection of socially relevant data by 
focusing on geographic areas. Its Multiple Deprivation Measure 2005 identifies small area 
concentrations of multiple deprivation across Northern Ireland using 7 key domains of deprivation, 
and the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service provides small area statistics. Both 
are occasionally used as input to social IA.  

 

3.2.6 Key actors and their roles 

In all social IA systems that were examined, the responsibility for producing IAs (including social 
IAs) lies with the ministry or department that is developing the policy proposal being assessed. 
This means that the ministries of social affairs (or others with a social mandate) are normally only 
involved when their own proposals are concerned. There are no formal procedures or rules to 
systematically involve other ministries (as is the case in European Commission IAs, where inter-
service steering groups are mandatory for all cross-cutting proposals). Nonetheless, there are 
instances where ministries ask each other for input to or feedback on their IAs through largely 
informal channels, but the extent to which this happens depends entirely on the prevalent culture 
of inter-ministerial co-ordination and consultation. According to interviewees, it is relatively 
frequent (but by no means the norm) in the UK context, but rarely ever happens in systems such 
as the Polish one. As a result, the assessment of social impacts is entirely up to the lead ministry 
or department, which may not always have the necessary knowledge, expertise or incentives to 
carry out a comprehensive screening and/or analysis. 
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In terms of system co-ordination, guidance, support and quality control, most IA systems have a 
centralised office or department that fulfils this function. It is usually either a horizontal function, 
often attached to the head of government’s office or cabinet office (Ireland, Poland, Flanders, 
Northern Ireland), or part of a specific ministry (the Ministry of Interior in the Czech Republic; the 
Ministry of Justice in Finland; the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills in the UK). In 
Denmark and the Netherlands, these functions are largely de-centralised / fragmented according 
to the specific impact tests that have to be carried out. But even in the systems where oversight is 
centralised, this does not automatically mean that effective, strict quality control is guaranteed. In 
fact, in most systems the central oversight role does not actually involve a quality check of each IA 
that is produced; where it does, it tends to focus primarily on formal aspects. It is also worth noting 
that in some systems, a separate layer of (indirect, aggregated) quality control exists whereby a 
specific body produces an annual report on the quality of IAs. This is the case of the UK (National 
Audit Office) and Finland (Ministry of Justice). 

As can be seen from the kinds of bodies charged with co-ordinating IA, the social dimension does 
not tend to figure strongly in the remit of the central IA system oversight. The following instances 
were found were bodies with a specific social remit or expertise are involved in providing 
guidance, support, oversight or quality control: 

• In the Czech Republic, all ministries, including the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs are 
represented on the Committee for Overseeing the Quality of RIA (hosted by the Ministry of 
the Interior). The Committee reviews all RIA studies, but in practice, it tends to focus more 
on formalities than on the quality and comprehensiveness of the analysis, given that 
individual ministries are normally reluctant to impose additional work on each other. 

• In Finland, sections of the Ministry for Social Affairs and Health and the Ministry for Labour 
and Economy are quite proactive in developing and spreading awareness of methods for 
assessing the impacts that relate to their individual competences to other ministries. Their 
role includes contributing to the updated central guidance and toolkit, participating and 
providing input for centrally organised training sessions, and providing ad hoc support. 

• In the UK, each department has its own Better Regulation Unit, which provides support 
and guidance to its own officials, and liaises with the central Better Regulation Executive 
e.g. to produce and update the IA toolkit.  

• The actors involved in specific impact tests often vary from those involved in general IA. 
Each specific impact test normally has its “owner” or “governing body”, either within a 
relevant ministry or in the form of a separate agency (e.g. the Department for Gender 
Equality for gender IA in Denmark, a dedicated unit in the Youth Policy Department for 
youth IA in Flanders, the Office for Social Inclusion for poverty IA in Ireland, or the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission for equality IA in the UK). The exact role of these bodies 
differs somewhat, but it normally includes producing guidance, providing ad hoc support, 
and monitoring compliance.  

In the context of quality control, it is worth mentioning that in some systems, the consultation of 
stakeholders is also viewed as an important element. The possibility for interested parties to 
comment on and challenge the content of an IA can be just as or even more effective than a 
quality check by a dedicated body. However, the information gathered for this study suggests 
there are significant differences in the extent to which public consultation feeds into IAs: 

• In the UK and in Northern Ireland, stakeholder input to and scrutiny of IAs constitute a very 
important factor. Draft IA results are routinely put out for consultation together with the 
proposals they accompany; the consultation process is regulated by strict and explicit 
standards which are usually followed. In these systems IAs tend to be read and scrutinised 
in depth by stakeholders, and the opportunity for stakeholders to challenge IAs represents 
a key driver for their quality. This is especially true of the social dimension. 
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• In Ireland, stakeholder consultation appears to play a much less important role for both 
RIA and PIA. Although as per the guidelines, “where possible a draft RIA should be used 
as the basis for consultation”, this does not seem to be the norm in practice. The 2008 
Review of the Operation of RIA found that stakeholders were quite critical of the visibility, 
transparency and accessibility of RIAs; poor consultation procedures and a lack of time for 
consultation were also mentioned. 

• Many Northern European countries (including Denmark, Finland and the Netherlands) 
have a long tradition of consulting stakeholders in the policy-making process. However, 
this often happens informally or via specially established committees, rather than through 
formal public consultation exercises on specific proposals and the accompanying IAs. 
Therefore, while the voice of stakeholders is usually taken into account in policy making in 
these countries, it is less effective or useful as an element of potential challenge of IAs. 

• In other countries (the Czech Republic and Poland), interviewee feedback indicated that 
although formal rules exist for consultation on IA, in practice the opportunities for 
stakeholders to feed into the process tend to be minimal. 

There was widespread agreement among interviewees that formal stakeholder consultation on 
proposals and the accompanying IAs can be an important mechanism to ensure that likely social 
impacts are identified and adequately taken into account. However, it was also noted that 
consultation is only effective when sufficiently organised and well-resourced stakeholder groups 
exist. Even in systems with effective consultation processes, there are some concerns as regards 
the fact that not all potentially affected groups are well organised and represented. Also, resource 
scarcity means stakeholder groups often need to prioritise and concentrate on responding to the 
consultations on policies that are most immediately relevant, which can mean that there is less 
scrutiny of proposals in areas where potential social impacts may be less obvious. 

 

3.2.7 Capacity and knowledge 

As discussed above, ministry officials in charge of writing legislation are for the most part also 
responsible for producing the IA, including its social components. This requires at least a basic 
understanding of relevant types of social impacts that might potentially occur, and of how to 
identify and analyse them. While most policy makers have long been accustomed to justifying 
their proposals from an economic and financial point of view, to officials not explicitly involved with 
legislation on social affairs the notion of assessing social impacts can be somewhat foreign. It was 
therefore frequently noted in interviews that in nearly all systems, the awareness, knowledge and 
expertise of drafting officials can be an important limiting factor to high quality social IA. 

Unless this knowledge gap is closed, top-down efforts to implement social IA can easily be 
undermined. It was not uncommon for ministry officials to report that in screening processes, 
social impacts that are not fully understood are sometimes simply screened out (i.e. “no impact” 
was indicated). Possible solutions to this problem include training and recourse to specific 
expertise (either within government or external). However, both are often found lacking. Specific 
training on the social dimension in IA is very rare (this was partly attributed by some interviewees 
to budgetary constraints). Specific units or contact points that provide support and advice to 
officials within their own ministry often do exist, but there tends to be little inter-ministerial or inter-
departmental co-operation or exchange regarding approaches, sources or methodologies. 
External expertise is rarely ever used for social IA; although it was often recognised by 
interviewees that specialised experts or research institutes could add value to social IA, budgetary 
and time constraints usually limit their role.  
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In light of these challenges, some regions and Member States have developed interesting tools to 
help their officials expand their knowledge on social IA. These include the following: 

• Training sessions on (social) IA: Though training is often found inadequate, some of the 
Member States and regions analysed have begun to emphasise social impacts in their IA 
training sessions. In Finland, for example, trainings are organised at the central level by 
the Ministry of Justice; they stress the importance of assessing all impacts, rather than just 
the ‘traditional’, more economic variety. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health is invited 
to prepare modules on specific social impacts, while officials are shown slides pointing out 
the social impacts that have not been thus far assessed to a sufficient degree. In the UK, 
training is the responsibility of the Better Regulation Units in the individual departments, 
which tend to emphasise methodologies and alert officials to impacts they are likely to 
encounter in their specific policy area. By contrast, training sessions in Poland and the 
Czech Republic have emphasised the usefulness and rationale of regulatory impact 
assessment in general, in order to mainstream a process which was not much understood 
in those countries. The situation is similar in Ireland, where the central Better Regulation 
Unit has developed a two-day training course on RIA (attendance to date: approx. 1,000 
officials across government departments) to raise awareness and understanding of RIA, of 
different impact types (including social impacts), and of tools and methods to analyse them 
(including poverty IA). 

• Written guidance: Most Member States and regions offer officials some form of guidance 
notes or guidelines. These come in many forms, and some of these are found more helpful 
than others. On the one hand, comprehensive written guidelines, covering all impacts can 
be useful. In Finland, the set of guidelines centrally produced by the Ministry of Justice 
includes a thorough section on social impacts, with a checklist of 40 questions covering all 
areas of social impact. In addition, the guidelines recommend sources with statistical and 
research information specific to social impacts that policy makers outside of the Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Health might not be familiar with. Other positive examples relate to 
written guidance for specific social impacts. In the UK, the Department for Children, 
Schools and Families has developed a special workbook for equality impact assessment, 
which is both technical, explaining the rationale for equality impact assessment, and 
practical, providing evidence and data for bill drafters to employ. However, it was stressed 
by interviewees across the spectrum that written guidelines on their own have limited 
effectiveness. Indeed, the importance of training sessions, either face-to-face, online or 
both, to explain comprehensive guidelines is difficult to overestimate. The two are highly 
complementary.  

• Online training and toolkits: Recent activity in several Member States indicates that online 
tools for IA and social IA are becoming more prevalent. These are currently gaining 
headway in Denmark, Finland and the UK, and appear to be favoured due to their easy 
adaptability and interactive nature. The online tool in Finland, recently released on the 
government-wide intranet, provides updated sources, examples and contact points for the 
full spectrum of impacts, both social and not, that need to be assessed in each impact 
assessment. Teaching officials to use this online toolkit is a major component of IA training 
in Finland. Some e-learning modules are also available. The UK’s online IA course is kept 
very general, and does not feature social impacts. Denmark uses an online course on 
gender mainstreaming online course and toolkit, which features animated videos 
explaining why gender equality needs to be improved and what role gender equality impact 
assessment can play. It also offers quizzes and checklists for policy makers, in addition to 
updated lists of examples of equality impact assessment covering a wide variety of policy 
areas. 
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• External expertise: Although enlisting external expertise is rare for reasons cited above, it 
is more prevalent in some Member States, notably the Czech Republic and Finland. In 
Finland, several government-funded research institutes are charged with conducting social 
IAs based on their specific competences. In the Czech Republic, academic institutions and 
think tanks are frequently commissioned by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs to 
undertake prospective studies that often resemble or contain parts of social IA, but do not 
formally constitute official IAs. 

 

3.3 Issues related to the effectiveness of IA in general 

The previous section of this report has highlighted a number of issues related to the way in which 
different systems specifically address, encourage and try to ensure the assessment of relevant 
social impacts. Clearly, factors such as the ways in which social impacts are defined, whether 
their assessment is obligatory or not, what methods are used for their identification and 
assessment, and who plays what role in the process, are important determinants of a system’s 
effectiveness. However, the research undertaken for this study suggests that there is another set 
of factors that is at least equally important. These factors are not specifically related to the social 
dimension in IA; instead, they concern IA in general, and its capacity to adequately and 
consistently identify and assess all kinds of relevant likely impacts (including social impacts). 

As other studies have shown, IA exists in a delicate space on the borderline between cold, rational 
analysis and policy, which is inevitably subject to divergent interests, negotiation and power 
struggles. While the drive for more evidence-based policy making is almost universally welcomed 
in principle, it tends to be difficult to implement in practice. Effective IA requires a cultural change 
in terms of how policy is made, which involves overcoming deeply rooted patterns and behaviours. 
At the same time, it must be noted that IA is never meant to supplant political decision making, but 
to support it. Finding the right balance to enable IA to function as an effective tool that actually has 
a positive influence on policy making is the key challenge for all IA systems. Obviously, the extent 
to which a system as a whole manages to meet this challenge and is accepted by all relevant 
actors also determines its effectiveness with a view to the social dimension. This section raises 
some of the key issues related to this. 

 

3.3.1 Culture and buy in 

A frequent problem is that IA is not recognised and accepted as a useful tool by those drafting IAs 
and their superiors. When officials in the relevant ministries or departments do not believe that an 
IA will add any value to the process of drafting a proposal, but is just another layer of 
administrative burden, the risk is that IA will be undertaken in a way that turns this belief into a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. In other words, an IA that complies with the formal requirements but is not 
treated as a genuine, open analytical exercise will normally not be of much use to inform and 
enhance the policy development process. 

Making IA accepted and effective requires a cultural change within public administrations. The 
less accustomed these administrations are to using analysis, evidence based and consultative 
approaches, the more difficult this adjustment process tends to be. Feedback collected for the 
present study has shown that in many of the systems that were examined, this shift has not yet 
been completely made, and IA is not yet universally accepted as an effective aid to policy making. 
In fact, it appears that not even the most well-established systems (such as the UK’s) have 
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managed to overcome this problem completely. As a result, there are reportedly still IAs that are 
treated as mere ‘tick-box exercises’, i.e. that fulfil the formal minimal requirements, but do not 
contain much useful evidence and analysis that might lead to better, more balanced policy 
proposals. 

In Ireland, IA is reportedly increasingly being recognised as a useful tool for evidence based 
policymaking across government departments. However, it is also worth noting that an 
Operational Review of the RIA system conducted in 2008 found that of the 74 RIAs produced 
between June 2005 and February 2008, only one was a “full RIA”, while the others were 
“screening RIAs” (although in some cases the level of analysis was such that little more would 
have been required for a full RIA). The report goes on to state that “research suggests that 
screening RIAs are frequently shaped by a desire to prove that the threshold for a full RIA is not 
met.” This is a clear example of the danger (present in all IA systems) for IA to be treated as an 
additional bureaucratic burden rather than a proper and unbiased evaluation of impacts. In the 
Irish case, this finding led to the abolition of the distinction between full and screening RIAs; since 
2009, all proposals have to undergo a full RIA, taking into account the principle of proportionate 
analysis.  

Unsurprisingly, the problem of culture and buy-in is most acute in IA systems that were 
established relatively recently. For example, in Poland and in the Czech Republic, interviewees 
tended to emphasise that IA is only gradually becoming part of the policy making culture. In Italy, 
where there is no strong culture of planning, evaluating and monitoring, IA has not yet been 
mainstreamed into policy making, and is reportedly still perceived by most officials as just another 
layer of bureaucracy. The fact that in Italy IA reports are not made public removes another 
potential incentive for producing high quality IAs. 

Denmark and the Netherlands appear to be somewhat peculiar cases. Especially in the 
Netherlands, IA is highly de-centralised and fragmented into different tests. As a consequence, 
the implementation of IA depends to a large extent on the will of individual ministries and 
departments. In the Dutch and Danish context, where there is a strong culture of (often informal) 
consultation both among ministries and with stakeholders, and officials tend to have an 
appreciation for evidence-based approaches, such a system seems to work well in certain 
circumstances (in that it is adapted to and has the potential to complement existing processes 
rather than impose additional burdens). However, consistency and enforceability is a concern, and 
it seems clear that such a “soft” system can only add any value if the right pre-conditions exist. 

Generally speaking, it is important to recognise that the creation of an IA system and the 
corresponding rules, processes and guidance documents is only the first step on the road to 
effective IA. It takes time for the mindset of officials to evolve and for them to accept and ideally 
embrace IA as a tool that helps (rather than hinders) effective policy making. To facilitate this 
process, it is important for the IA processes and rules to take due account of national 
circumstances, so as to build on the prevalent culture and make the best possible use of existing 
processes and structures. This involves an element of flexibility and proportionality (within well 
defined limits) – an IA system that is disproportionately burdensome and rigid is less likely to gain 
acceptance. Guidance, training and on demand support are also important to ease the transition; 
this applies to both policy officials / desk officers, and to their managers (who can play a key role 
in facilitating and demanding cultural change). 
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3.3.2 Process and timing 

Another key factor in the effectiveness and usefulness of IA is its timing. In order for IA to function 
as a process that has the potential to actually have an effect on the final proposal, it must start 
early enough in the process – i.e. before all the key decisions regarding the nature and content of 
the proposal have been taken. An IA that is produced entirely when the proposal has already been 
finalised may still provide information that adds to transparency and accountability, but it will 
almost inevitably fail to lead to a better, more balanced proposal that maximises positive and 
minimises negative impacts. The objectivity of such IAs that are written almost entirely ex post is 
also a concern; if they are viewed as merely a justification of what is being proposed, this can lead 
to them being taken less seriously by external interested parties. 

While it is intrinsically difficult to ascertain the exact start and end point of an IA process (given 
that the first steps in IA are essentially of an exploratory nature and normally not documented or 
even published), there are strong indications that the appropriate timing of IAs to maximise their 
benefits can be a problem in nearly all systems that were examined. IAs are reportedly often 
written in no more than a few weeks (and in some cases even only a few days) towards the end of 
the proposal development process. This was cited by many interviewees as a key impediment to 
their effectiveness. An IA that is written ‘ex post’ (rather than before or in parallel with the proposal 
it accompanies) essentially turns into another explanatory memorandum. It may provide 
interesting information as to the likely impacts, but it normally reflects neither a genuine, unbiased 
consideration of several possible policy options nor an in depth analysis of impacts based on 
specifically collected evidence or data. This problem also extends to stakeholder consultation. In 
many IA systems (including Finland, Flanders and Poland), consultation tends to happen too late 
to have much of an influence on the final IA or proposal. 

The most obvious solution to the problem of timing is the introduction of ‘milestones’ at which the 
partial or draft IA has to be submitted for (internal and/or external) scrutiny. In the European 
Commission’s system, the so-called roadmaps (which are developed and published in the year 
pre-ceding the planned adoption of a proposal) play this role. In the UK, a draft IA is published for 
consultation along with the draft proposal. This gives stakeholders the chance to scrutinise the 
draft IA results relatively early in the process; however, it should be noted that even in this system, 
the very early steps of IA (especially the identification and screening of several options) still 
happen “behind closed doors” and are not made public. In the other IA systems, stakeholders tend 
to be formally consulted (if they are consulted at all) only on the draft proposal. Their input may 
feed into the final IA document, but they do not actually get to comment on a draft IA, which 
obviously limits their chances of challenging the key assumptions or providing evidence that may 
contradict the drafting ministry or department.  

 

3.3.3 Use of IA in policy making 

A final key consideration concerning the effectiveness of IA is the use that is made of IA results 
outside of the government departments that produce them. The information gathered suggests 
that in Finland, Ireland, Poland and the UK, IAs often play an important role in the discussions in 
parliamentary committees, and are seen as a useful aid to political decision making. Such scrutiny 
and use of IAs by MPs can act in two mutually reinforcing ways: it is not only a reflection of an 
appreciation of the quality and usefulness of IAs, but also an added incentive for officials in 
government departments to produce solid and well founded IA reports, since they expect them to 
be read and if necessary challenged in parliament. 
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However, in most other systems, the use of IAs outside of the producing ministry or department is 
minimal. In some cases, such as Italy, there is no requirement to publish IA reports, and they are 
therefore not available to external interested parties. In other systems, even if IAs are made public 
(at least in theory), they are reportedly used and referred to only very rarely. In the Netherlands, 
the administrative burdens test is normally scrutinised, but other tests are viewed more as internal 
decision-making tools within the administration. 

The format of IA reports can also have an effect on their use; the standardised format that was 
recently introduced in the UK is generally appreciated because it provides easy and quick access 
to key information and facilitates orientation.  
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4.0 SOCIAL IA IN PRACTICE: CONCRETE EXAMPLES 

This section presents the summary results of stage 3 of the study, which was dedicated to the 
comparative analysis of a set of concrete examples of social IA. The sample was chosen based 
on information collected as part of the in-depth assessment of the ten social IA systems in the 
previous stage, during which the study team compiled a list of examples of potentially interesting 
and relevant examples produced in these systems. 

 

4.1 The sample of social IAs examined 

The study team examined a total of 30 IAs, selected based on the information collected during the 
previous phase of the study. This sample consisted of 20 integrated IAs (between two and five 
from each of the seven IA systems where social impacts are covered as part of the integrated IA 
system) and ten specific impact tests (namely equality IAs (EQUIA) from the UK and Northern 
Ireland, Poverty IAs (PIA) from Ireland, a Child IA (CIA) from Flanders, and an Income Effects 
Test (IET) from the Netherlands).  

The study team had originally planned to also examine examples of other specific impact tests, 
namely gender IA, human rights IA, and rural proofing. However, for various reasons no 
appropriate examples of these tests could be identified: 

• Gender IA: The previous phase of the study had identified gender IA in Denmark as a 
possible subject for further investigation. However, the Danish authorities that were 
contacted were unable to point the study team to any example of recent Gender IA reports, 
which meant that no further analysis was possible.17 

• Human rights IA and rural proofing: The study team also contacted relevant authorities in 
the UK18 in order to obtain examples of these tests, which form part of the UK’s list of 
specific impact tests. However, it emerged that self-standing examples of these tests are 
very rarely (if ever) undertaken, and no concrete examples that would have lent 
themselves to a comparative analysis could be identified.19  

                                                      

17 The Danish Gender IA “system” is (in theory at least) coordinated by a dedicated gender equality unit that 
has a horizontal role of support and advice for other Ministries but does not initiate Gender IA activities 
itself, or produce Gender IAs when its intervention is requested. In fact, there is no monitoring system of 
how many proposals require a Gender IA in other Ministries, and if the latter do not contact the gender 
equality unit, there is no way of knowing whether any Gender IA is being undertaken at all.  

When contacted, the gender equality unit explained that no major Gender IAs had been on their radar for 
several years, and that no one in the unit had been involved or had seen any document referring to the 
Gender IAs performed for the two major proposals included in the sample that was initially proposed (which 
had been identified by the study team based on summaries included in Gender IA training material). Direct 
or indirect contacts with selected Ministries bore no fruits either. 

This suggests that – if some Gender IAs are being performed in Denmark – these are exercises that are 
purely internal to the responsible Ministries or departments thereof. Such Gender IAs may be used flexibly 
and on an ad hoc basis to assess relevant impacts, but there is no ‘paper trail’, and the results are not 
systematically documented, published or shared with anyone outside of the relevant departments. 
18 Including the Human Rights Division at the Ministry for Justice and the Commission for Rural 
Communities 
19 The examples reviewed by the study team suggests that these tests are normally undertaken only as 
annexes to integrated IAs, and are normally very brief. Human rights IAs are normally limited to answering 
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The graph below shows the breakdown by IA type and system. It should be noted that some of the 
integrated IAs also include (often as annexes) one or more specific impact tests. 

 

The IAs that were examined covered a wide range of different policy areas. The highest number 
(eleven) concerned issues related to employment and social rights. Overall, approximately two 
thirds of the IAs were on policies that could be considered to be of a “social nature”. (keeping in 
mind that the majority of those in the category “environment, consumers and health” concerned 
the latter two, rather than the environment as such). 

11

54

4

3
2 1

Number of IAs per policy area

Employment and social 
rights

Economy, tax and 
f inance

Environment, 
consumers and health

Culture, education and 
youth

Energy and natural 
resources

Justice and citizens’ 
rights

 

The following table shows the exact breakdown of IAs per system, type and policy area. More 
details on the exact subjects can be found in the sections on integrated IA (4.2) and specific 
impact tests (4.3), respectively. 

                                                                                                                                                                               

the question of whether proposals are compatible with the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). 
Rural proofing is sometimes undertaken as part of equality IA, and assesses whether a differential impact 
on rural areas is to be expected. 
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Policy area 
IIA EQUIA PIA IET CIA 

Sum 
CZ FI IE PL UK NI FL UK NI IE NL FL 

Employment and 
social rights 

1  1 3 3 1   1 1   11 

Economy, tax and 
finance 

 1    1    2 1  5 

Environment, consu-
mers and health 

  1    1 2     4 

Culture, education 
and youth  1   1  1 1     4 

Energy and natural 
resources 

1 1   1        3 

Justice and citizens’ 
rights 

1        1    2 

Travel and 
transport            1 1 

Sum 3 3 2 3 5 2 2 3 2 3 1 1 30 

 

Given the size and the makeup of the sample, it should be noted that the results presented below 
should not be seen as representative of the overall social IA landscape in Europe, or even in the 
IA systems covered. The sample was selected based on the (often limited) information available 
to the study team, and responded more to criteria of access and feasibility than to 
representativeness. Therefore, the findings resulting from the analysis of this sample should be 
seen as illustrative of the general trends identified by this study, but not as statistically relevant. 
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4.2 Integrated Impact Assessments 

The following sections present the main findings from the comparative analysis of the 20 
integrated IAs that were examined. The table below summarises the subjects of these IAs. 

Subject Policy area System IA type 
Year of 

publication 

Amended Act on Social Services 2008 
Employment and 
social rights 

Czech Republic IIA 2008 

Implementation of proposals on 
trusteeships 

Employment and 
social rights 

Ireland IIA 2008 

The case for increased investment in 
social housing 

Employment and 
social rights 

Northern Ireland IIA 2009 

State support to mortgage payments 
of newly unemployed people 

Employment and 
social rights 

Poland IIA 2009 

Review of the extent of family benefits 
Employment and 
social rights 

Poland IIA 2009 

Legislation on bridging pensions / 
early retirement 

Employment and 
social rights 

Poland IIA 2009 

Welfare Reform Bill 2009 
Employment and 
social rights United Kingdom IIA 2009 

Child Poverty Bill 
Employment and 
social rights 

United Kingdom IIA 2009 

Child Support Collection and 
Enforcement Amendment Regulations 
2009 

Employment and 
social rights 

United Kingdom IIA 2009 

Change to the law on vehicle taxes 
Economy, finance and 
tax 

Finland IIA 2007 

Review of the Domestic Rating 
System 

Economy, finance and 
tax 

Northern Ireland IIA 2009 

Regional Planning Regulation on 
accessibility to buildings 

Environment, 
consumers and health 

Flanders IIA 2009 

Revision of Regulations applying to 
the private rented sector 

Environment, 
consumers and health 

Ireland IIA 2008 

Change to the law on basic education 
Culture, education and 
youth 

Finland IIA 2009 

Dutch for newcomers in secondary 
education 

Culture, education and 
youth 

Flanders IIA 2009 

Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and 
Learning Bill 2009 

Culture, education and 
youth 

United Kingdom IIA 2009 

State Energy Strategy 
Energy and natural 
resources Czech Republic IIA 2005 

Climate and energy strategy for the 
long term 

Energy and natural 
resources 

Finland IIA 2008 

Climate Change Act 2008 
Energy and natural 
resources 

United Kingdom IIA 2008 

Act on legal assistance 
Justice and citizens’ 
rights 

Czech Republic IIA 2009 
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4.2.1 The social dimension in integrated IA 

All IAs in the sample were selected because they were expected to have a strong social 
dimension, either because the policies on which they were conducted had explicitly social 
objectives (e.g. reforms to pensions, benefits regimes or education), or because they concerned 
other areas that have the potential to positively or negatively affect specific population groups (e.g. 
through changes to the tax regime or the price of energy). However, the analysis of the 20 
examples has shown that in nearly half of these IAs, the social dimension is very weak. In other 
words, these IAs focus entirely or almost entirely on the economic impacts of the proposals they 
accompany, and dedicate very little attention to social impacts. This is reflected in the amount of 
space dedicated to discussing social impacts in the IA reports: in eight cases, this amounts to one 
page or less (and in four of these cases, no more than one brief paragraph).20 

It is important to note that the above statement is purely based on the quantity of “social” content 
in the IA reports, and does not imply a judgment of how appropriate or proportionate this is. During 
the interviews with the producers of these IAs, these officials presented their reasons for tackling 
(or not tackling) social impacts in the way they did, and it would not be appropriate for the study 
team to validate or rebut their decisions and assumptions as to how significant social impacts are 
likely to be, which are based on an in-depth knowledge of the proposals in question. 

However, it is interesting to consider the main reasons for the limited consideration of social 
impacts in these IAs, many of which concern proposals that could be seen as having a strong 
social dimension (including six proposals in the area of employment and social affairs). Based on 
the feedback gathered through the interviews, one can identify the following key factors: 

• In one case, the producers noted that social impacts were considered but found to be 
minimal due to the limited level of ambition of the proposal, and therefore not discussed in 
detail in the IA (FI: Change to the law on vehicle taxes). 

• In a number of cases the producers considered that the focus of the IAs should be on 
assessing the costs of measures that pursue social objectives (CZ: Amended Act on 
Social Services 2008, Act on legal assistance; PL: Review of the extent of family benefits 
family benefits, State support to mortgage payments of newly unemployed people) 

• One of the proposals concerns a very broad, high-level strategy; the corresponding IA 
focuses on providing rough monetised estimates of the overall costs and likely benefits of 
these at an aggregated level, whereas the concrete social impacts are not assessed in 
detail because they are dependent on how the strategy would be implemented in practice 
(UK: Child Poverty Bill).21 

• Another two IAs concern very technical implementing measures (secondary legislation) of 
policies that had previously been decided. These focused on the most cost-effective way 
of implementation, rather than questioning the social rationale behind the measures and 
their likely social impacts, which presumably would have been the responsibility of a 
previous broader IA (IE: Implementation of proposals on trusteeships, UK: Child Support 
Collection and Enforcement Amendment Regulations). 

                                                      

20 It should be noted that these IA reports are generally quite short, with an average length of approximately 
15 pages. 
21 The same is true to some extent of the three IAs on policies related to energy and climate change, which 
also tend to lay out broad targets rather than prescribe concrete implementing measures. However, given 
that these IAs do contain a somewhat higher level of consideration of social impacts, they were included in 
the following category (see below). 
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The last two points above appear contradictory, but they actually point to an important question 
that is not easy to answer: when is the appropriate time to undertake an in-depth assessment of 
social impacts? Some proposals remain so broad and vague as to how their goals are to be 
achieved that an analysis of aspects such as distributional effects would be purely speculative. 
Others are so technical that the responsible officials feel that the scope for asking fundamental 
questions about impacts other than financial costs would be out of order. This links with the 
question of what the proportionate level of analysis is for IAs at different stages of the policy cycle 
– a question that all IA systems struggle to answer in a systematic way. 

The lack of social content in the eight examples mentioned above leaves 12 out of the 20 
integrated IAs that did pay a considerable amount of attention to social impacts. Out of these 12, 
three were primarily or even exclusively focused on social impacts (interestingly, all of these are 
regional examples). The other nine can be said to strike a balance between social and economic 
impacts, although most of these cases still dedicate a significantly larger amount of space to the 
economic dimension. 

The 12 IAs that do consider social impacts to a considerable extent include at least one IA from 
each of the six national and two regional systems that were examined. They also represent an 
interesting cross-section of policy areas, with: 

• Three IAs concerning social rights (PL: Legislation on bridging pensions / early retirement; 
UK: Welfare Reform Bill; NI: The case for increased investment in social housing); 

• Three IAs on education policy (FI: Change to the law on basic education; FL: Dutch for 
newcomers in secondary education; UK: Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill 
2009); 

• Three IAs on energy and natural resources (CZ: State Energy Strategy; FI: Climate and 
energy strategy for the long term; UK: Climate Change Act); 

• Two IAs concerning consumer and health related policies with a specific focus on 
accommodation (FL: Regional Planning Regulation on accessibility to buildings; IE: 
Revision of Regulations applying to the private rented sector); 

• One IA on a finance / tax related policy (NI: Review of the Domestic Rating System). 

The following sections will consider these 12 integrated IAs in more detail, and examine what 
kinds of social impacts were assessed in them, and how. 

 

4.2.2 Types of social impacts assessed 

The table below lists the types of social costs and/or benefits that were identified in each of the IA 
reports, grouped by policy area. The relative depth and scope of the assessment of these impacts, 
and the methods used, are discussed in more detail in the ensuing section. 

Policy area IA Social impacts identified in IA report 

Social rights PL: Legislation on bridging 
pensions / early retirement 

• Employment (through demand for and cost 
of labour) 

UK: Welfare Reform Bill • Poverty alleviation 
• Potential improvements in health 
• Reduction in crime 
• Social inclusion (i.e. increased integration & 
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Policy area IA Social impacts identified in IA report 

participation of disadvantaged groups) 
• Increased employment 
• Equality 

NI: The case for increased 
investment in social housing 

• Homelessness, unemployment and 
employability 

• Social inclusion 
• Equality (in health, housing, education and 

problems of disadvantaged areas, 
community confidence) 

Education FI: Change to the law on basic 
education 

• Impacts on disadvantaged children and 
their families 

• Equality 
• Privacy 

FL: Dutch for newcomers in 
secondary education 

• Integration of newcomers 
• Social inclusion  
• Skills and learning objectives 
• Future employment prospects 

UK: Apprenticeships, Skills, 
Children and Learning Bill 2009 

• Access to education and other services 
• Impacts resulting from better skills, 

including lifetime earnings, health, social 
mobility, social inclusion) 

• Other direct benefits such as reduced 
bullying, enhanced safety and security of 
pupils and teachers 

• Equality 

Energy and 
natural resources 

CZ: State Energy Strategy • Financial situation of households 
• Employment 

FI: Climate and energy strategy for 
the long term 

• Financial situation of households 
• Employment 

UK: Climate Change Act • Financial situation of households 
• Employment 
• Equality (in annexed EQUIAs) 

Consumers and 
health 

FL: Regional Planning Regulation 
on accessibility to buildings 

• Rights of disabled people, increased 
participation in society 

IE: Revision of Regulations 
applying to the private rented sector 

• Health and wellbeing / quality of life 
• Financial situation of households 

Finance / tax NI: Review of the Domestic Rating 
System 

• Equality 
• Impacts on disadvantaged and rural areas 
• Privacy 

 

Looking at the above table, one can distinguish between three broad kinds of social impacts: 

• Direct benefits that are linked directly to the main objectives of the intervention, such as 
better education and skills (as a result of specific measures to improve the quality or 
accessibility of education), or reduced homelessness (as a result of more social housing). 
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• Indirect benefits that occur as a result of the direct benefits, such as higher lifetime 
earnings (as a result of better skills), better social inclusion (as a result of higher 
employment), or better health (as a result of better accommodation) 

• Social costs in the form of unintended consequences, such as reduced employment or 
disposable income (as a result of higher energy prices), or reduced privacy (as a result of 
more information sharing regarding educational needs). 

The first of these three categories contains the most obvious impacts, and also those that are 
most frequently identified (albeit in various degrees of detail). However, given the purpose of IA, 
more interesting (as well as more challenging to carry out) are the second and third categories. 
Taking the different policy areas in turn (and keeping in mind that the exact nature, content, scope 
and level of ambition of the IAs and proposals contained in each often varies significantly), a 
number of observations can be made.  

In the area of social rights, the three IAs under scrutiny are very different from one another. The 
UK IA on the Welfare Reform Bill deals with a very extensive piece of legislation that contains 
several bundles of measures in four separate policy areas (Social Security, Rights for Disabled 
People in Relation to Service Provision, Child Maintenance and Birth Registration). As a 
consequence, this very long IA consists of a separate assessment for each of these areas, which 
identifies numerous different social benefits (only the most significant of which are listed in the 
table above), and also considers equality impacts in separate sections within the IA. By contrast, 
the Polish IA on bridging pensions / early retirement concerns only one very concrete measure. It 
does estimate the number of people that would benefit from the measures (and calculates the 
fiscal cost based on this), but it does not specify how they would affect the social situation (e.g. 
health, social inclusion etc.) of the recipients. In Poland, only the assessment of employment 
impacts is mandatory, and this is the only social impact that is assessed explicitly (in terms of the 
likely changes in the demand for and cost of labour in certain sectors and their effects on 
employment). Finally, the Northern Irish IA on increased investment in social housing is a 
somewhat peculiar case because it does not assess a concrete proposal; instead, the IA was 
commissioned by a government department, and produced by academics, specifically to make the 
case for increased investment in social housing. As a consequence, the IA identifies a range of 
social benefits, but does not contrast these with any costs (economic or otherwise).  

In the area of education policy, two of the proposals whose impacts were assessed focused on 
providing support to a specific group of children, namely students with special needs (the Finnish 
IA on Changes to the law on basic education) and non-native Dutch-speakers (the Flemish IA on 
Dutch for newcomers in secondary education, which includes a specific Youth IA). Both IAs are 
relatively brief, and focus on how the measures would benefit their respective main target groups, 
but also consider whether there might be any negative side effects. The final IA in this area is 
much broader in scope, as the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill introduces a 
wide range of measures that affect educational and training provision in the UK. As a 
consequence, the IA consists of separate assessments of 24 measures, and identifies a wide 
range of social benefits of these respective measures. These include both direct benefits (such as 
enhanced safety and security of pupils and teachers as a result of measures whose objective it is 
to achieve just that) and, in some cases, wider indirect benefits (such as higher lifetime earnings 
as a result of additional qualifications). It should also be noted that the IA discusses many direct 
benefits that are not necessarily social impacts as such (e.g. cost savings for schools, more 
efficient administrative processes for public authorities, benefits for teachers, etc.), but that should 
ultimately contribute to the attainment of the overarching social goals (better education and 
training). 

In the area of energy and natural resources, all three proposals are of a relatively similar nature 
and scope (high-level strategies setting broad policy goals). The types of social impacts 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

55 

considered in each are also nearly identical, namely the likely effects of changes in energy 
sources, prices and consumption on employment levels (overall and in certain sectors) and on 
disposable household income. The UK IA also considers possible equality implications for specific 
groups (albeit in a very cursory manner). 

In the area of consumers and health, both IAs deal with changes in regulations on building 
standards. The Flemish IA on the Regional Planning Regulation looks at criteria for the 
accessibility of public buildings for people with reduced mobility or with disabilities, and identifies 
the main social benefits of this as being better respect for the rights of disabled people, and an 
increased participation of disabled people in society. The revision of the Irish Regulations applying 
to the private rented sector is about improving the standards of such accommodation. The 
corresponding IA considers the likely improvement in the living conditions of those currently 
occupying accommodation below these standards, but also at the possibility that certain 
individuals may not be able to afford the higher rents that are likely to result from these 
improvements. 

Finally, the IA in the area of finance / tax is a special case. The Northern Irish Review of the 
Domestic Rating System deals with updating the way in which property is valued for the purpose 
of determining the applicable rates for certain tax and utility payments. The integrated IA has a 
very specific focus in that it combines four specific impact tests, and disregards any impacts not 
covered by these tests: New Targeting Social Needs (New TSN), which considers the impacts on 
disadvantaged areas; Rural Proofing, which looks at the consequences for rural areas; Equality 
Impact Assessment, which assesses the impacts on a number of specific groups; and Privacy 
Impact Assessment. 

Summing up, it is difficult to identify clear patterns of impact types across these IAs, given their 
very different nature and scope, and the fact that they reflect different IA cultures and guidelines. 
In most instances the consideration of different types of social impacts seems to be driven 
primarily by two factors: the nature of the policy in question and the specific social goals it 
pursues, and (where applicable) the impacts that are obligatory to assess (such as employment in 
Poland or equality in the UK).  

 

 

4.2.3 Methods and tools for social impact assessment 

As has become apparent throughout the course of this study, identifying and using appropriate 
methods to assess social impacts – especially in a quantified way – is a major challenge. During 
the interviews with producers of IAs that were carried out, by far the most frequently mentioned 
challenge for effective social IA is the lack of appropriate methods, tools, models and/or data 
sources to assess social impacts, especially in quantitative or monetary terms. Many of the IA 
systems form which the selected examples are derived emphasise cost-benefit analysis to assess 
impacts in an integrated way; this means there is an inherent preference for monetising impacts, 
including social impacts. Although all systems tend to acknowledge that not all impacts can be 
expressed in monetary terms, and encourage the inclusion of qualitative analysis where 
quantification is not possible, the pressure to quantify / monetise “to the extent possible” remains. 
However, for most social impacts (with the possible exception of employment and income effects) 
this represents a major challenge. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that in the majority of the examples that were examined, the 
assessment of social impacts remained mostly or even purely qualitative – although other (mainly 
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economic or financial) impacts were more frequently quantified / monetised. The table below 
provides an overview of the main methods (and, where relevant, tools and models) that were used 
in each of the 12 IAs that assessed social impacts to a considerable extent. 

 

Policy area IA Methods to assess social impacts  

Social rights PL: Legislation on bridging 
pensions / early retirement 

• Qualitative assessment 

UK: Welfare Reform Bill • Wider social benefits: qualitative 
assessment 

• Employment: largely qualitative 
assessment, plus monetisation of net 
benefits to individuals 

• Equality impacts: largely qualitative 
assessment, drawing on relevant 
background and statistical data, including 
consultation responses 

NI: The case for increased 
investment in social housing 

• Mix of qualitative and quantitative 
assessment 

• Multi-criteria analysis (MCA) 

Education FI: Change to the law on basic 
education 

• Qualitative assessment 

FL: Dutch for newcomers in 
secondary education 

• Qualitative assessment 
• Joker section: qualitative and yes/no 

answers or grading on a scale from 1 to 5 

UK: Apprenticeships, Skills, 
Children and Learning Bill 2009 

• Qualitative assessment 
• Limited monetisation of a few specific 

impacts: 
o Benefits of increased skills (through 

training of workers) 
o Benefits of a reduction in bullying 

Energy and 
natural resources 

CZ: State Energy Strategy • Quantitative estimates (employment) 
• Monetised estimates (cost to households) 

FI: Climate and energy strategy for 
the long term 

• Macro-economic and CGE models (used 
inter alia to estimate distributional and 
regional impacts) 

UK: Climate Change Act • Macro-economic and CGE models (but only 
used at an aggregated level, not for 
distributional impacts) 

Consumers and 
health 

FL: Regional Planning Regulation 
on accessibility to buildings 

• Qualitative assessment 

IE: Revision of Regulations 
applying to the private rented sector 

• Qualitative assessment (based on 
consultation responses and on existing data 
sources) 

Finance / tax NI: Review of the Domestic Rating 
System 

• Qualitative assessment (based largely on 
consultation responses) 

• Quantitative estimates (based on a wide 
range of statistical data and indicators) 
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Concerning the qualitative assessment of social impacts, the examined examples present a wide 
range of levels of depth and scope. At one end of the spectrum, there are a number of IAs that 
base their qualitative assessment on existing data, and include frequent references to statistical 
evidence, consultation responses etc. to substantiate their predictions; in a few instances 
screening processes are also mentioned. However, none of the IAs that were examined contains 
explicit reference to a causal chain analysis, or even to any (quasi-)experimental approaches.22 
One interesting method used in one of the IAs is multi-criteria analysis, which evaluates and 
weighs a number of “hard to quantify” impacts (see the box below). 

 

Method example: Multi-criteria analysis 

IA on Addressing the Economic Downturn: The Case for Increased Investment in Social Housing 
(Northern Ireland)23 

The IA attempts to gauge the likely benefits of increased investment in social housing, and compare them to 
the benefits of investment on a similar scale in alternative measures, namely a roads programme and public 
transport. It identifies a number of impacts that are “important” but “hard to quantify” (or monetise), namely 
likely benefits on homelessness, community confidence, social exclusion and the environment. The different 
options being assessed are then assigned scores according to their expected effectiveness; the IA report 
explicitly states that the scores “reflect some value judgments”. It emerges that, if equal weights are given to 
the four non-monetary impacts, social housing scores the highest (see the table below). 

 

In a final step, the weighting (second column in the table above) is adjusted to reflect different policy 
priorities (i.e. the relative importance of the different types of benefits); in particular, environmental impacts 
and social exclusion are given priority (see the table below). The IA presents a range of tables with different 
weights afforded to the impacts to show how different priorities would affect the ranking of the different 
options that are available, but it emerges that social housing scores the highest in all possible scenarios. 

                                                      

22 A parallel study on “Review of Methodologies applied for the assessment of employment and social 
impacts” (Ecorys, 2010) identified causal chain analysis and (quasi-)experimental approaches as key tools 
for qualitatively assessing social impacts. 
23 University of Ulster: Addressing the Economic Downturn: The Case for Increased Investment in Social 
Housing, June 2009. URL: http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/print/hsdiv-addressing-economic-downturn-june09.pdf 
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In this instance, multi-criteria analysis turned out to be a relatively simple and easy-to-use tool to add a 
degree of comparability and transparency to the qualitative analysis. However, it clearly has its limitations, 
and how robust the results are depends to a great extent on whether the scoring of impacts is based on 
evidence (as opposed to the producers’ opinion). In this particular instance, the fact that only the likely 
benefits (and not the costs) were assessed further limits the usefulness of the results. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum, a significant number of IAs from across nearly all systems simply 
mention likely social impacts (especially benefits such as better social integration, better health, or 
reduced crime), but without substantiating these claims or backing them up with any evidence. 
This raises the question of what counts as an “assessment” of social impacts. For example, a 
mere mention that a proposal intended to improve educational outcomes will also lead to 
increased social mobility and reduced social exclusion may be seen as falling short of a proper 
“assessment”, but if an impact seems fairly obvious and no evidence is available to quantify it, 
then how far should IAs go to actually analyse or back up their claims? 

As far as the quantitative assessment of social impacts is concerned, a few interesting examples 
were found within the sample of IAs that were examined. Broadly speaking, a distinction can be 
made between econometric modelling at different levels,24 and a more limited quantification / 
monetisation using simpler methods such as extrapolation and relatively simple calculations. 

As regards quantitative analysis other than modelling, a few IAs attempted to estimate the social 
impact of a certain concrete measure in monetary terms, usually in terms of their impact on the 
lifetime earnings of the individuals that would be affected (rather than, as is the case of modelling, 
on the economy as a whole or of specific parts of it). Such methods can add value in that they can 
translate certain social impacts into monetary terms that can be taken into account in a cost-
benefit analysis (which is at the core of IA in many jurisdictions, including the UK). However, since 
they normally only concern one or a few out of a wide range of social impacts (the majority of 
which cannot be monetised), the risk is that their relevance for decision-making and for 
understanding “the big picture” remains limited. 

                                                      

24 The above-mentioned study on “Review of Methodologies applied for the assessment of employment and 
social impacts” (Ecorys, 2010) examines models used to assess redistributive effects and regional 
employment effects, and distinguishes between static and dynamic micro-simulation models, regional CGE 
(computable general equilibrium) models, and macro-econometric models. 
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Method example: Monetising the benefits of increased employment and skills25 

1. IA on the Welfare Reform Bill (UK) 

The Welfare Reform Bill introduces an array of measures to reform welfare and the benefit system to 
improve support and incentives for people to move from benefits into work, provide greater choice and 
control for disabled people, and encourage parental responsibility. The IA estimates the number of 
individuals moving into employment as a result of the various measures, and translates this into additional 
earnings. Many other “wider social benefits” (such as poverty alleviation, improved health and reduced 
crime) are mentioned, but not quantified or monetised. 

The monetisation of the benefits uses a series of very straight-forward calculations. For example, the Bill 
introduces employment and training programmes for “Supporting Partners of Benefit Claimants into 
Employment”. The estimate of the total benefits of the proposed programmes is based on: 

• An estimate of the number of those eligible to participate in the programmes: The Department for 
Work and Pensions (DWP) estimates that of the 214,000 partners of benefit claimants, 94,000 
would be eligible to participate in the programmes. 

• An estimate of the number of individuals moving into employment: The DWP estimates that as a 
result of the programme, up to 22,000 individuals will have moved into employment after 3 years 
(acknowledging that the assumptions on which this is based are uncertain). 

• An estimate of the extra earnings: Using the legal minimum wage and an assumption as to the 
number of hours worked per week by those who move into employment, the DWP estimates extra 
wage earnings of GBP 50m in 2012/13, GBP 75m in 2013/14 and GBP 105m in 2014/15. 

The resulting total figure of GBP 230 million is qualified; the IA explains that the estimates of earnings 
impacts “will understate the total benefits resulting from employment and training programmes” (since 
multiplier effects across the economy are not taken into account). On the other hand, these estimates “do 
not account for the disutility of lost leisure time to individuals moving into work.” (i.e. the fact that one could 
also assign a monetary value to the free time that unemployed people enjoy, and which is lost when they 
move into employment). 

2. IA on the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill (UK)26 

The ASCL Bill introduces a wide range of measures covering apprenticeships, learning and skills and 
educational provision. The IA treats most social impacts in a qualitative way, but there are a couple of 
instances where monetisation is used. In particular, one of the measures in the Bill (section 1.7) gives 
workers the right to request time to train. To estimate the direct benefits (in terms of higher lifetime earnings) 
of increased skills through such training of workers, the IA estimates: 

• The number of workers that would take up this opportunity: Based mainly on the Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) and the National Adult Learner Survey (NALS), the IA estimates that the potential 
demand for training would be 1.3 million employees (see the table below).  

                                                      

25 Department for Work and Pensions: Impact Assessment of Welfare Reform Bill 2009, 19 March 2009. 
URL: http://www.ialibrary.berr.gov.uk/ImpactAssessment/?IAID=fb3e98bd6208471cbf176d15fa2386a0 
26 Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), Department for Children, Schools and Families 
(DCSF), Welsh Assembly Government (WAG): Impact Assessment of the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children 
and Learning Bill 2009.  Version 4.0, 5 May 2009. Not currently available online. 
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Potential take up  SOURCE 

Number of people in employment in England, 
who have been in employment for 26 weeks or 
more 

22,000,000 Labour Force Survey (LFS) 

Proportion not receiving any training 8,140,000 NESS 2007: 37% of employees do 
not receive training 

Proportion of non-learners interested in learning 40% NALS 2005 

Potential ‘interested’ client group 3,256,000  

Potential client group ‘not currently interested’, 
or already receiving training  18,744,000  

Proportion of ‘interested’ group who may want to 
take up the right 13% NALS 

Proportion of ‘not currently interested’ / already 
receiving training group who may want to take 
up the right 

5%  

Total potential demand 1,360,500  
 

• Assuming that around 30% of these employees (or 1.9% of total eligible population) would come 
forward with requests for time to train in any year, and that “from the experience of the right to 
request flexible working we know that around 75% of applications are successful”, the IA estimates 
that the number of additional learners would be approx. 300,000 per year. 

• Which sectors would be most affected (based on current training expenditure and employee skill 
levels in different sectors); 

• The likely number of additional qualifications earned at different levels and according to different 
assumptions for the take-up rate (see the table below); 

Additional qualifications 1.2% 1.9% 2.5% 

Number of additional Level 2 
qualifications 

26,900 40,400 53,900 

Number of additional Level 3 
qualifications 

11,400 17,100 22,900 

  

• The total benefits of the additional qualifications, based on the results of a report that assesses the 
lifetime benefits of completing vocational qualifications in terms of higher wages and employment 
likelihoods (see the table below). 

Take-up assumptions Total Benefit from Qualifications Gained  

1.2% £750m 

1.9% £1,100m 

2.5% £1,500m  

 

It is also worth briefly discussing the methods used in the Northern Irish IA on the Review of the 
Domestic Rating System. As noted before, this is an integrated IA that consists of four separate 
specific impact tests. Among these is the so-called “New Targeting Social Needs (TSN)” impact 
assessment, which considers impacts on disadvantaged areas. In the example being examined, 
New TSN is applied at the council level (there are 26 councils in Northern Ireland), in order to 
assess which of them would be most positively or adversely affected by the proposed changes, 
and whether any mitigating measures should be adopted. The analysis (see the box below) 
provides an interesting example of how differential impacts on different areas are assessed, taking 
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into account multiple dimensions of deprivation through a single indicator, but it is important to 
note that it focuses on the impacts on the budget of the local authorities, rather than on the impact 
on individuals living in these areas (although the former may of course have an indirect effect on 
the latter). 

Method example: Determining impact on disadvantaged areas 

IA on the Northern Ireland Executive Review of the Domestic Rating System27 

The domestic rating system determines the amounts of tax payable by residents (including both property 
owners and tenants) to local councils, which is based on the value of the property they reside in. One of the 
key parts of the review is to reduce the maximum capital value that applies under the domestic rating 
system from GBP 500,000 to GBP 400,000. This would result in lower bills for some households (those 
living in high-value properties), but also in lower revenues for the local councils. 

In order to assess if and how this would affect the most deprived areas (in terms of the revenue of councils, 
and thus their ability to provide high quality services), the New TSN IA: 

• Estimates the revenue loss of each council; 
• Identifies the most and least affected councils (based on the above); 
• Compares the socio-economic characteristics of these councils.  

The analysis shows that the proposed measure “is most likely to benefit communities which are not 
deprived”, but that “the transitional relief scheme does to some degree mitigate some of the adverse impact 
of the original proposal to reduce the maximum capital value.” 

The comparison of the socio-economic characteristics of the affected councils (step 3 in the list above) is 
based on the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measures (NIMDM)28 scores, which brings together 
indicators from seven domains of deprivation. The NIMDM was first developed in 2001, and revised in 2005. 
The concept of multiple deprivations is based on the premise that deprivation (in contrast to poverty, which 
is seen only as a lack of fiscal resources) occurs across a variety of social, economic and environmental 
provisions. The NIMDM acknowledges that individuals and indeed communities (or areas) can experience 
deprivation at both a social and material level, and as such identifies the following domains of deprivation:  

• Income 
• Employment  
• Health 
• Education, Skills and Training  
• Proximity to Services  
• The Living Environment  
• Crime and Disorder  

 

As regards modelling, the only examples contained within the sample were the IAs on the different 
strategies on energy and natural resources. Two of the three (on the UK Climate Change Act and 
on the Finnish Climate and Energy Strategy for the Long Term) included an element of macro-
economic / CGE modelling to assess the overall impacts of the emission reduction targets that are 
set on key economic variables, including GDP. However, only the Finnish example (which has a 
shorter time-frame) actually applies this modelling to social impacts, including household 
purchasing power and employment. The UK example also identifies such impacts, but stops short 
of providing quantified estimates. 

 

                                                      

27 Final Integrated Impact Assessment (IIA): Northern Ireland Executive Review of the Domestic Rating 
System, January 2009. URL: http://www.ratingreviewni.gov.uk/final_iia_rating_review.pdf_89.3kb_.pdf 
28 More information on NIMDM 2005 can be found here: 
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/deprivation/archive/guidance_leaflet.pdf 
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Case study: IIAs on Climate Change and Energy Policies 

It may be instructive to compare IAs (in particular the way in which they dealt with the topic of social 
impacts) carried out on the same subject – energy and / or climate change – in three jurisdictions.  

• Climate Change Act (2008) 29 – UK 

• Climate and Energy Strategy for the Long Term (2008)30 – Finland  

• Assessment of the goal-achievement and social impact of the State Energy Strategy (2005)31 – 
Czech Republic 

Each is an integrated IA carried out not for a conventional legislative proposal that introduces concrete 
measures, but for a high-level strategy setting broad policy goals. Although there are some important 
differences in the policies themselves (e.g. the UK and Finnish proposals were voted by parliaments, the 
Czech proposal was not; the UK and Finnish proposals deal with climate change, the Czech proposal does 
not), there are enough similarities to make comparison meaningful. 

Although the three IAs did not place a heavy emphasis on social impacts, to the extent that they did address 
them, the focus was on costs and benefits relating to income and employment. However, they each do this 
differently. 

• The UK Climate Change Act uses sophisticated economic modelling to calculate the ‘social cost of 
carbon’ (i.e. the economic cost to society of reducing carbon by a given amount) up to 2050. These 
models fell into two categories 

o Macroeconomic models focus on shorter-term dynamics were used to help estimate 
transitional costs and impacts in changes of competitiveness up to 2020. However, they are 
mostly unable to take into account the fact that climate change abatement costs will 
gradually reduce over time, as technology improves. These models include those 
developed by Oxford Economics, in addition to the Blake CGE model. 

o Technology ‘bottom up’ models, such as the UK MARKAL and MARKAL-Macro models 
were used for long-term costs in climate change mitigation. They are based on assumptions 
regarding the potential costs of future technologies. The MARKAL-Macro model is 
especially interesting in this case because it combines a macroeconomic component, 
showing how households and firms will react to given changes in energy prices. 

Combining data from the two models, the IA extrapolates to estimate reductions in GDP associated 
with meeting emissions targets both over the medium- and long-term. Though potential social 
impacts, such as job losses in some sectors, gains in others and reduced purchasing power for 
households, are identified, the modelling used is too high level to provide numerical estimates. 

• The Finnish Climate and Energy Strategy for the Long Term also uses macroeconomic modelling, 
and employs it to assess how changes in the cost of energy will affect certain regions and 
industries. This jointly applies models by two government-funded research centres. The Technical 
Research Centre of Finland’s energy-economic model is used to predict how firms and households 
as a whole will react to changes in energy prices. The data was then combined the Government 
Centre for Economic Research’s social-economic model, which helps determine how specific 
sectors could be impacted, though this is mostly restricted to those sectors that will be most 
affected, such as heavy industry, early-movers in the production of renewable energy and energy 
producers. Since each of these industries are concentrated in specific regions, regional 

                                                      

29 Department of Energy and Climate Change: Climate Change Act 2008 Impact Assessment, March 2009. 
URL: http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/legislation/cc_act_08/cc_act_08.aspx 
30 Ministry of Labour and the Economy of Finland: Klimat- och energistrategi på lång sikt. Statsrådets 
redogörelse till riksdagen, 6 November 2008. URL: 
http://www.eduskunta.fi/triphome/bin/thw/?$%7bAPPL%7d=akirjat_ru&$%7bBASE%7d=akirjat_ru&$%7bTH
WIDS%7d=0.40/1277725060_219123&$%7bTRIPPIFE%7d=PDF.pdf 
31 Ministry of Industry and Trade of the Czech Republic: Vyhodnocení naplňování cílů a sociálních dopadů 
realizace Státní energetické koncepce, December 2005. URL: http://www.mpo.cz/dokument1699.html 
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extrapolations were able to be made. 

Because it only attempts to measure costs and benefits up to 2020, it offers more precise 
calculations. It predicts decreases of 1.6% in household purchasing power (with potential difficulty 
for certain consumers to pay for housing and other services), 0.05% in employment (concentrated 
in certain industries and regions) and 0.5% for overall GDP compared with a ‘do nothing scenario’. 

• The Czech Assessment of the goal-achievement and social impact of the State Energy Strategy is 
narrower in scope than the other two, and relies on collating and extrapolating from available 
national statistics. Though it identifies social costs in decreased employment in the energy sector 
(due to rising productivity) and decreased purchasing power for households (due to increasing 
energy costs), it does not approach the level of sophistication evident in the macroeconomic 
modelling of the other two IAs. 

It can therefore be said that the social impacts considered in the three IAs were consequences of rising 
energy prices, impacts on employment and disposable household income. This included the ability of 
consumers to pay for housing and other services. However, only the Finnish IA makes a serious attempt at 
quantifying these impacts. Finally, all three proposals should eventually lead to concrete, implementing 
legislation, which will also be subject to IA. The more concrete provisions in these future proposals should 
allow for a closer, more detailed look at the categories of impacts identified here. That being said, it is clear 
that the UK and Finland IAs, while not influencing MPs directly, did play a large role in shaping the policy 
proposals themselves. Indeed, the modelling research carried out for both IAs was one of the main ways in 
which ministry officials, including cabinet members of the governments backing these proposals, informed 
themselves on possible medium- and long-term impacts. The main caveat is simply that these models were 
not sufficiently detailed (and not intended) for an in-depth assessment of many social impacts. 

 

4.2.4 Procedural elements 

It is also worth considering the role that factors related to the IA process, purpose and timing play 
for IA in general, and for social IA in particular. Such issues were covered during the interviews 
with IA producers and users, and the results are useful for understanding how IA tends to be 
produced, used and perceived. 

In terms of rationale, IA is of course a procedural requirement in all of the cases that were 
examined, so it is unsurprising that this formal obligation was quoted as the main reason for 
carrying out IA in the majority of cases. However, in many cases other reasons also came into 
play, including (in a positive sense) a genuine desire to understand the likely consequences of 
and if necessary improve the proposal; to document the choices and assumptions made for the 
sake of transparency and better enabling the proposal to stand up to scrutiny; or (less positively) 
to make a certain pre-determined point to obtain political support for a specific position. 

An issue that is closely related to the rationale for undertaking IA is the timing of the process; here 
one finds that most of the IAs were carried out in parallel with the proposal development process, 
although in some cases this can mean only the very last stages of that process. In a few 
instances, IAs were even carried out entirely after the proposal had already been finalised, which 
obviously means they focused on justifying the proposal they accompany (rather than assessing 
its impacts in an unbiased way). While such IAs can still play a role in enhancing transparency 
and the flow of information, they are unlikely to actually lead to “better regulation” in the sense of 
evidence-based policy making. 

In principle, all integrated IA systems require IAs to consider different policy options to reach the 
objectives being pursued. However, the analysis has found that in practice, only eight of the 20 
integrated IAs examined contained any reference to more than the one preferred option. This was 
the case for both of the Flemish and Irish integrated IAs in the sample, as well as two of the three 
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Czech IAs. However, none of the Polish or UK IA reports mentioned any alternative options. This 
should not necessarily be interpreted to mean that options are not looked at as part of the IA 
process. In fact, in the UK, the earlier versions of IAs that are published at the White Paper / 
consultation stage normally do discuss the pros and cons of several options, but the final versions 
that accompany the definitive proposal (and that were analysed for this study) tend to only focus 
on the one option that was eventually selected. 

 

 

Stakeholder consultation is another key element of IA, and 13 of the 20 integrated IAs made 
reference to some sort of stakeholder consultation exercise. This includes the majority of IAs from 
all systems, except Finland (where no IA report mentions consultation due to the short format 
taken by IAs, which are included directly in proposals). In all but two of the IA reports in which a 
consultation is mentioned, this includes an outline of the main results. In some cases, a separate 
section of the IA report is dedicated to summarising the consultation results (such as in the 
Flemish IA on the Regional Planning Regulation on accessibility, which contains an 11 page 
summary). There are also several examples where consultation results are used as part of the 
evidence base to identify or assess particular types of impacts. However, the research has shown 
that the actual consultation procedures and mechanisms vary considerably, from formal public 
consultations (the norm in the UK) to more closed mechanisms and fora (such as the Tripartite 
Commission in Poland). Also, the extent to which the IA (as opposed to only the proposal it 
accompanies) is actually the subject of the consultation, and/or the results are used for the IA, 
depends on both the IA system and the specific case in point. There are also examples where 
inappropriate timing of the consultation (e.g. because the consultation period met the minimum 
standards, but was held over the summer months) or ineffective methods negatively affected the 
usefulness of the results, as well as some concerns from stakeholders that the results were not 
taken into account. 

Only slightly over half of all IA reports that were examined mention any provisions for ex post 
assessment, evaluation or monitoring of the actual effects. The only system where none of the IAs 
examined contained anything in this respect was Poland. In all other systems, the picture that 
emerges is patchy; some integrated IAs and specific impact tests do outline provisions for ex post 
assessment, others do not. This is done most systematically in the UK, where seven out of the 
eight IAs and equality IAs include a section on this. However, it should be noted that even where 
such provisions are mentioned in the IA reports, they often remain very vague, limiting themselves 
to a few lines about a possible timeframe, or to a reference to existing monitoring arrangements. 
Also, in several cases the review / monitoring provisions actually cover only part of the proposed 
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measures. Only two of the IAs examined discuss possible indicators for ex post assessment (the 
Irish Poverty Impact Assessment of the One Parent Family Payment Review and the Flemish IA 
on the Regional Planning Regulation on accessibility). 

Finally, there are important differences as to the extent and way in which IA reports are used by 
political decision makers (including senior government officials and members of the legislative 
branch). This applies both to IA in general (with some stating that IAs are an important source of 
information, enhance transparency and can affect decision making, while others admitted they do 
not tend to pay much attention to IA) and to the specific social elements. The majority of ministers 
and MPs that were interviewed considered social impacts to be an important element of IA, but 
there were also those who insisted that IAs should focus on providing a clear and succinct 
overview of likely costs and benefits, and that softer elements and impacts that cannot be 
monetised should not be treated as a priority. 

All of the factors and issues outlined above are highly dependent on the specific circumstances in 
which IAs are produced and used, including the specific rules and processes that apply, the 
administrative culture and level of buy-in for IA among key actors, the extent to which research 
capacity and a culture of evidence based policy making exist, the openness and transparency of 
the political system, the political culture and situation of the country or region (including whether it 
is governed by a single party of a coalition government), etc.  Therefore, it is more appropriate to 
discuss these issues in more detail in the context of the specific IA system. This is done in section 
4.4 of this report. 
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4.3 Specific Impact Tests 

The following sections present the main findings from the comparative analysis of the 10 specific 
impact tests that were examined. The table below summarises the subjects of these IAs. 

Subject Policy area System IA type 
Year of 

publication 

Core Funding for Victim Support NI 
Justice and Citizen’s 
rights 

Northern Ireland 
Equality 

IA 
2007 

Pensions Bill Employment and 
social rights 

Northern Ireland Equality 
IA 

2007 

Cancer Reform Strategy 
Environment, 
consumers and health 

United Kingdom 
Equality 

IA 
2007 

Play Strategy – delivering the 
Children’s Plan Vision 

Culture, education and 
youth 

United Kingdom 
Equality 

IA 
2008 

A Better Deal for Consumers 
Environment, 
consumers and health 

United Kingdom 
Equality 

IA 
2009 

Review of the One Parent Family 
Payment  

Employment and 
social rights 

Ireland 
Poverty 

IA 
2006 

Budget 2009 
Economy, finance and 
tax Ireland 

Poverty 
IA 2008 

Budget 2009 income tax measures 
Economy, finance and 
tax 

Ireland 
Poverty 

IA 
2009 

Tourism for all Transport and travel Flanders Child IA 2002 

Reform of tax credit to the chronically 
ill 

Economy, finance and 
tax 

Netherlands 
Income 
effects 

test 
2008 

 

4.3.1 Equality Impact Assessment 

Equality IAs are carried out in the UK and Northern Ireland to help ensure a given intervention 
does not have unnecessary negative impacts on equality or exacerbate inequality. While there are 
certain grounds for possible inequalities that have to be screened for by law (described below), 
the format for Equality IAs is not as strictly prescribed as it is for integrated IAs in the UK and 
Northern Ireland. In addition, Equality IA is carried out for many types of intervention, including not 
only legislative proposals but also for White Papers and broader strategy documents. While this 
ensures that some level of analysis is always undertaken, it appears from the examples examined 
that the amount of background research, breadth of evidence base and level of analysis differ 
depending on individual circumstances. 

A) Types of social impacts assessed 

Given that all Equality IAs set out to measure the impacts a given intervention could have on 
equality, and that in both Northern Ireland and the UK there are legal requirements as to what 
groups have to be considered, the actual criteria for which equality is assessed in each of the five 
Equality IAs examined vary widely. 

In the UK, there are centrally set guidelines stipulating that during policy development race, 
gender and disability have to be screened for as a statutory requirement. In practice this means 
that the Equality IA should seek to ensure that the intervention in question does not exacerbate 
inequality, or should actually promote equality, concerning these three groups. In the absence of 
centrally prescribed detailed guidance for how to carry out an Equality IA, some government 
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departments issue their own guidelines for Equality IA which may involve the examination of 
additional population groups that may be the subject of (in)equality. This means that the equality 
impacts assessed across departments may differ. For example: 

• the Equality IA on the Play Strategy only assesses the three strands described above (in 
accordance with the Department for Children, Schools and Families’ “EQUIA Workbook”), 
and based on an initial assessment then goes on to focus on equality for disabled children; 

• the Equality IA on the Better Deal for Consumers White Paper also covers sexual 
orientation, religion or belief and age; 

• the Equality IA for the Cancer Reform Strategy went even further and also took into 
account socio-economic deprivation. While it was not a required impact for assessment in 
2007 when the IA was carried out, socio-economic deprivation has since been added to 
the Department of Health’s Equality IA guidelines, partially because of the perceived 
success of this particular IA. 

Northern Ireland defines nine ‘groups’ against which proposals must be assessed for inequalities. 
These also include political opinion, marital status, and “persons with dependants and persons 
without”. The table below briefly lays out which impacts are required in the two jurisdictions and 
which were assessed in each of the Equality IAs examined for this study. 

 UK Northern Ireland 

Legal 
require-

ment 

Cancer 
Reform 
Strategy 

Play 
Strategy 

Better 
Deal for 
Consu-
mers 

Legal 
require-

ment 

Pensions 
Bill 

Victim 
Support 

Race � � � � � � � 

Gender � � � � � � � 

Disability � � � � � � � 

Age  �  � � � � 

Sexual 
orientation  �  � � � � 

Religion/belief  �  � � � � 

Dependency 
status 

    � � � 

Marital status     � � � 

Political opinion     � � � 

Socio-economic 
deprivation 

 �      

While the table above shows that, with the exception of the Equality IA for the Play Strategy, most 
of the IAs examined include an assessment of potential impacts on a large number of different 
groups, it is clear that the notion of ‘impact’ is not interpreted uniformly. In practice, while the two 
Northern Ireland Equality IAs assess both positive and negative impacts on equality, the Cancer 
Reform Strategy IA only assesses potential equality costs (in the sense that it identifies areas 
where disadvantaged groups might not be able to benefit fully from the Strategy), while the Better 
Deal for Consumers and Play Strategy IAs only assesses potential equality benefits (in the sense 
that they outline how the proposed measures would lead to more equality).  
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The case of the Cancer Reform Strategy is particularly interesting, because it identifies areas 
where the Strategy may lead to exacerbating existing inequalities, seeks to mitigate this, but also 
holds that some possible increases in inequalities may be justified. This includes, for example, 
incidents where the extension of a service (e.g. mobile breast cancer-screening units), in theory 
available to all, would not be uniformly taken up by all groups (e.g. people with disabilities). In the 
example mentioned, the IA explains that while the provision of increased mobile screening units 
for breast cancer might further increase cancer inequalities for people with disabilities, the 
increase is justified in light of the increased services to other citizens. Moreover, an effort is made 
to ameliorate this impact by scheduling more time for people with disabilities at traditional 
screening centres. This is an example of a potential inequality that was discovered in the course 
of the Equality IA process. 

B) Methods and tools for social impact assessment 

The equality IAs examined are dissimilar in the levels of depth and detail they go into in assessing 
equality impacts, and they did not all employ the same methodologies and tools to assess them. 
However, in general terms it is clear that qualitative assessment is usually the preferred method 
for equality IA, given that equality impacts normally do not lend themselves to quantitative 
analysis.32  

The more in depth equality IAs examined, which include the Cancer Reform Strategy in the UK 
and the Pensions Bill in Northern Ireland, make use of a range of available studies and statistics 
(primarily to assess the baseline situation and understand existing inequalities) which are then 
combined with consultation results to perform a qualitative analysis as to potential impacts.  

• For the Cancer Reform Strategy, available sources that were used included research 
conducted on cancer inequalities over the last 30 years by Southampton University, 
statistics on cancer inequalities collected for the Health and Social Care Data Centre and 
national statistics. In addition, the analysis relied on ad hoc consultation with the five main 
cancer charities and non-cancer-related interest groups (e.g. disabilities). Care was also 
taken during the analysis to point out areas where statistics were not available. While this 
did not feed into the equality IA as such, in several areas the identification of such gaps 
has initiated the collection of data that will improve the robustness of research to be carried 
out for the next reform of the cancer strategy. 

• For the Pensions Bill, the analysis mostly involved reviewing available national statistics for 
each equalities group, then reviewing regional profile statistics for each.  

The other three IAs did not involve similarly comprehensive analysis. Though the Victim Support 
IA makes use of crime statistics to draw conclusions about potential impacts, such statistics were 
not available for certain impact areas, such as political opinion, and sexual orientation, while the 
analysis used for others is shallow and very high level.  

The Better Deal for Consumers White Paper is not a specific proposal, but sets out a general set 
of objectives that are to be built on later through more concrete legislative proposals, each of 
which will require its own equality IA. Therefore, the equality IA carried out for the White Paper 
states that it is consists only of an initial screening exercise that will be developed subsequently. It 
does not draw on any statistics, studies or consultation results. Instead, it starts from the principle 
that the White Paper is meant to decrease inequalities among consumers, and, using producers’ 

                                                      

32 Although many equality IAs use available statistical data to establish the baseline situation, the examples 
reviewed for this study suggest that the actual analysis of likely future impacts nearly always remains 
qualitative. 
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expertise in the area, identifies areas where inequalities are likely to be reduced. The Play 
Strategy IA does not draw on any specific sources, drawing only on consultation results and 
outlining the likely implications of the strategy. 

C) Procedural elements  

Due to profound discrepancies in aspects such as institutional culture, type of proposal to be 
assessed and political buy in, final results of an equality IA can vary widely and lead to different 
results and perceived levels of usefulness as an aide to policy making. 

Several procedural factors were identified during the examination of the five equality IAs that 
deserve special mention: 

• Responsibility: both producers and users interviewed for the equality IA on the Cancer 
Reform Strategy explained that responsibility for carrying out the IA was well defined and 
assigned to a particular person, with an appropriate amount of time allocated for the tasks 
involved. This was also the case for the other two UK equality IAs, which – although less 
comprehensive – were also seen as useful screening exercises. This contrasted with the 
Victim Support equality IA, responsibility for which, according to producers, was assigned 
to a unit of officials without experience in the area, training or sufficient time. 

• Timing: the equality IA for the Cancer Reform Strategy was carried out before the policy 
proposal itself was drafted, and thus fed directly into policy development from the very 
beginning. Two of the IAs, including those for the Play Strategy and Better Deal for 
Consumers White Paper, were carried out in parallel to policy development, while the 
Pensions Bill equality IA was carried out afterwards. Only the equality IA for Victim Support 
was drafted during the intervention’s delivery period. Of these, the equality IA for the 
Cancer Reform Strategy was perceived to have a significant influence on policy 
development, while the equality IAs also played a (albeit limited role) for the Play Strategy 
and Better Deal for Consumers White Paper.  

• Consultation: with the exception of the Better Deal for Consumers White Paper equality 
IA, all those examined undertook some form of consultation. However, the extent and 
depth of this consultation varied. The equality IA for the Cancer Reform Strategy consisted 
of continuous ad hoc consultation with cancer charities and non-cancer-related interest 
groups over a period of months, which took the form of both written submissions, meetings 
and a workshop. Though the results of consultation were not directly cited in the IA, 
interviewees reported that consultation responses played a major role in IA formulation. 
The two Northern Ireland IAs invited written consultation responses during the summer 
months, which resulted in low levels of participation and widespread perceptions of a 
flawed process. The Play Strategy equality IA also relied on written consultation, but was 
unique in that it was aimed at children, the main beneficiaries of the Strategy. Instead of a 
traditional questionnaire, the consultation form was designed as an online game which 
drew responses for over 9,500 participants (including over 1,000 disabled children) and 
acted as an important form of evidence for the IA. 

• Use in political decision making: none of the equality IAs were seen to have an 
influence in political decision making. This does not reflect a low level of use of all five IAs. 
The Cancer Reform Strategy, Better Deal for Consumers White Paper and Play Strategy 
were all seen to influence the policy proposal to a greater or lesser extent. However, 
Strategies and White Papers are not debated in parliament, while the Victim Support 
equality IA was carried out during the intervention itself, after political decision making took 
place. Only the Pension Bill equality IA, in Northern Ireland, potentially could have had an 
influence at this stage, which it was not seen to have. Instead, it was considered to have 
been used as a reference for mitigating actions which had already been built into the Bill. 
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Good practice example 

Equality IA on the Cancer Reform Strategy (UK)33 

The Cancer Reform Strategy IA was described by several interviewees as a best practice example of the 
potential benefits of carrying out equality IA. Of the factors identified which contributed to this success, 
some are difficult to define and not easy to replicate, while others could be easily applied elsewhere. 

• Political buy in: Producers explained that political engagement and commitment at minister level 
were given to this equality IA. The sentiment was that, since it had to be done as a statutory 
requirement, it might as well be put to good use. It was also highlighted that this is often not the 
case, and that equality IA is sometimes seen as a rather tedious box-ticking exercise. 

• ‘Trailblazing’ sentiment: Interviewees remarked that equality IAs were new to the Department of 
Health at the time. This gave them the feeling that they were ‘trailblazers’, embarking on new 
territory and setting an example for the rest of the department. It is worth noting that such a 
sentiment comes in tandem with political buy in. It is easy to imagine a scenario whereby a new 
procedure would have been perceived simply as a nuisance. 

• Coverage: Officials responsible for drafting the IA did not limit themselves to the inequality strands 
defined in statutory requirements (i.e. gender, race and disability). In particular, they felt assessing 
how the Strategy could impact different socio-economic groups needed to form an important part of 
any analysis. It is noteworthy that this was later added to the Department of Health’s list of 
inequality strands for which assessment is required. 

• Well-defined responsibility: Although the IA involved gathering input from many people and data 
sources, the main responsibility for the IA was assigned to one official, who was allotted a 
corresponding and appropriate proportion of his time over four months to complete the project 
adequately. Officials in the department concerned worried that taking on the responsibility jointly as 
a team would have led the IA to ‘get pushed to the bottom of the agenda’. Instead, the one official 
who had responsibility for the IA was able to keep it high on the department’s agenda. 

• Timing: Unlike most IAs, this was carried out before formal policy development began. That gave it 
the ability to feed directly into the preparatory work for the Strategy. 

• Qualitative analysis: While hard, quantitative analysis of likely future impacts was not possible for 
this IA, producers were able to rely on a variety of sources to establish the baseline situation, 
including data collected over 30 years on cancer inequalities by Southampton University, statistics 
collected by the Health and Social Care Data Centre and national statistics. This quantitative data 
helped to inform the qualitative analysis of where future inequalities may lie.  

• Thorough consultation: Consultation for the IA took place at several stages during IA formulation in 
order to get feedback on the results of research as they came in. This culminated in a workshop 
shortly before the IA was published in which findings were discussed and final changes were made. 
The results of this workshop fed not only into the IA but into the Strategy itself. Discussion with 
stakeholders also led producers to look for additional information on inequalities in certain areas, 
such as sexual orientation, where they later found data was unavailable. Because the Cancer 
Strategy will continue to be periodically reformed, identifying this gap has led to new statistics to 
begin to be recorded which will be used in the coming years. 

• Atmosphere of mutual trust: It was remarked that representatives of cancer charities had not often 
interacted with representatives of groups outside their main ‘constituency’ of middle class whites, 
especially those based on race, gender, religion and socioeconomic deprivation. Interactions in an 
environment conducive to learning led cancer charity representatives to better understand the 
inequalities widely present as regards cancer diagnosis and treatment, and to take the concerns of 
these groups into account for their later work after the Strategy was completed. 

 

                                                      

33 Department of Health: Cancer Reform Strategy Equality Impact Assessment, December 2007. URL: 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/documents/digitalasset/dh_080976.pdf 
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4.3.2 Poverty Impact Assessment 

Poverty IA (PIA) has been in use in Ireland since 1998, and was subject to a major review in 2005. 
The three examples that were examined for this study date from 2006 and 2008. They are quite 
different from one another, in that the PIA on the Review of the One Parent Family Payment 
(2006) is a purely qualitative assessment of a proposal whose main objective is poverty reduction, 
whereas the other two PIAs concern the State Budget 2009, and use (partly) quantitative 
methods. 

A) Types of social impacts assessed 

As per the guidelines, Poverty IA is a two-step process that first requires officials to answer a 
series of screening questions, inter alia whether the proposal in question is expected to have 
significant impacts on “those groups who have been identified as being most vulnerable to poverty 
or social exclusion”. If the answer to any of these questions is “yes” or “possibly”, a full PIA is 
required, which inter alia requires officials to consider whether the proposal has any (positive or 
negative) impact on poverty, “e.g. on the numbers of people at risk of poverty, numbers of people 
in consistent poverty, persistent poverty, or the depth of poverty experienced.” 

The PIA on the Review of the One Parent Family Payment identifies such potential impacts for 
children and younger people, women, and lone parents / low income parents in general. In the 
more detailed assessment, it notes that lone parents have been identified in the Irish National 
Action Plan against Poverty and Social Inclusion to be one of the groups at greatest risk of 
poverty, and that this proposal would improve their financial standing and thus have “a positive 
impact on levels of child income poverty” as well as “remove the poverty trap which currently 
exists and encourage increased earnings.” 

The PIA on the Budget 2009 Income Tax Measures was prepared by the Department of Finance 
and tabled as an annex to the report presenting the proposed budget. It notes that the screening 
showed that a full PIA would be required for the income tax measures contained in the budget, 
since they could have an effect on “some or all of the groups identified as being most vulnerable 
to poverty or social exclusion” in the PIA guidelines. The PIA then goes on to assess the impact of 
the measures on the disposable income of households in the different income deciles, and the 
impact on the net income of three different types of households34 depending on gross income. 
This shows that there is no change or a small positive change for the most vulnerable households. 

The final PIA concerns almost the same topic (the Budget 2009), but in a much broader way. 
Prepared by the Combat Poverty Agency (CPA), it does not use the template for PIA, and is not 
actually called PIA (but “analysis of poverty impact”). Just like the example discussed above, it 
also focuses primarily on the income tax and social welfare policy changes announced in the 
Budget 2009, and does not look at general changes in public expenditure. It analyses not only the 
impact of the tax/welfare changes on income distribution (by income decile), but then goes one 
step farther and estimates the impact on poverty (i.e. on the numbers of people living in income 
poverty using 60%, 50% and 70% thresholds), and on disposable income and poverty in terms of 
family type and demographic group (in accordance with the Irish lifecycle approach). Finally, the 
PIA considers the impacts of measures other than taxes. Based on this, it concludes that “the 
Budget 2009 has maintained the position of low income households, while imposing losses on the 
better-off”, but also highlights several concerns (such as the “dis-improvement” [sic] in the position 
of households with children). 

                                                      

34 Married couple with one income and two children; married couple with two incomes and two children; 
single person with no children. 
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B) Methods and tools for social impact assessment 

As noted above, the PIA on the Review of the One Parent Family Payment is entirely qualitative. 
A series of sources of information were considered (including a Review of the One-Parent Family 
Payment undertaken in 2000 and a number of written submissions from stakeholder 
organisations), but the only “method” employed was the screening in accordance with the PIA 
Guidelines. 

The Department of Finance’s PIA on the Budget 2009 Income tax measures states that the basis 
for the assessment was the analysis by both the Department of Finance and the Revenue 
Commissioners of the distributional impact of the changes to taxes on income in Budget 2009. 
This was done using the SWITCH tax/welfare model, which was developed by the Economic and 
Social Research Institute (ESRI) to calculate the income tax liabilities and social welfare 
entitlements of a nationally representative sample of households. The model can simulate welfare 
entitlements, income tax and employee pay-related social insurance (PRSI) under the actual rules 
for a particular year and under alternative policy rules of interest (e.g. potential future reforms). 
Policy options which can be analysed include changes to the personal and qualified adult rates of 
payment for different social welfare schemes, changes in the amounts paid as child dependant 
additions, and more structural reforms such as the introduction of a ‘child benefit supplement’. The 
implications can then be simulated for each tax unit in the sample and the results analysed in 
terms of the impact on the distribution of income or across family types and the implications for ‘at 
risk of poverty' measures. The model has recently been based on EU-SILC (Irish component of 
the European Survey on Income and Living Conditions).35 

The CPA’s analysis of the poverty impact of the Budget 2009 uses “various policy tools, in 
particular the ESRI tax/welfare model SWITCH.” However, the CPA noted that the model has its 
limitations, since it only calculates the impact on disposable income of certain household groups, 
but cannot model levels of deprivation. In order to complement the data generated through 
SWITCH, other sources were also used, in particular in the area of medical card coverage, where 
data from the EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions (2006) was used. 

Method example: Multi-dimensional poverty impact assessment 

Analysis of the poverty impact of Budget 2009 (Ireland)36 

The CPA’s analysis focuses on the income tax and social welfare policy changes announced in the Budget 
2009, and assesses not only their impact on household income, but also on other dimensions of poverty. 
Step-by-step, it considers: 

• Impact of tax/welfare changes on the income distribution (i.e. disposable income by income deciles 
/ quintiles, using the SWITCH model). 

• Impact of tax/welfare changes on poverty (i.e. the number of people at risk of poverty, using the 
official EU at-risk-of-poverty measure of 60% of median income, along with two alternative 
thresholds of 50% and 70%.) The result is a decline in poverty risk of approximately 6%. However, 
the IA points out that the main driver of this is the reduction in the poverty thresholds; in other 
words, the fall in poverty is the indirect outcome of higher income taxes, rather than major 

                                                      

35 Tim Callan, Claire Keane, John R. Walsh: Pension Policy: New evidence on key issues. ESRI research 
Series. No. 14, November 2009, p. 11. 
36 Combat Poverty Agency: Analysis of poverty impact of Budget 2009, December 2008. URL: 
http://www.combatpoverty.ie/publications/Budget2009Analysis.pdf 
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improvements in welfare rates (as the incomes of the poorest households are largely unchanged). 

• Impact of the budget over the lifecycle (i.e. changes in disposable income in terms of family type 
and demographic group in accordance with the Irish lifecycle approach). The change in disposable 
income for different family types is shown in the table below. The benchmark used is the wage 
indexed budget. This benchmark gives a similar increase in income for all population categories in 
line with growth in national income. Such a budget is both distributionally neutral and maintains the 
overall share of taxes and welfare expenditure as a percentage of GNP. 

Change in disposable income by family type, 
compared to wage indexed budget 

 
• The lifecycle approach also allows the PIA to assess the poverty impact of the budget women, 

children, older people and people of working age (see the diagram below, where the first (blue) bars 
represent the poverty impact of the actual budget, which includes tax/welfare changes, whereas the 
second (violet) bars represent the poverty impact of a hypothetical budget that is purely wage-
indexed). 

Percentage change in income poverty (60% threshold)  for 
demographic groups, compared to wage indexed budget  

 

• The analysis then turns to specific policy changes (as opposed to changes in income tax rates), 
including welfare payments, an increase in child income support, and the introduction of a means-
test for medical cards for people aged 70 years and older. 

 

C) Procedural elements 

Poverty IA is not mandatory in Ireland, and it is therefore especially informative to consider the 
reasons for which each of the three was produced. In the case of the Review of the One Parent 
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Family Payment, the PIA was produced by the responsible department after the proposal had 
already been finalised, mainly to strengthen support and underline why the proposal would be 
beneficial from a poverty perspective. In the case of the PIA on the Budget 2009, the Department 
for Finance reportedly produces a PIA on the budget each year, as poverty is a key issue in 
Ireland and high on the agenda of social partnership debates. The CPA produced its own analysis 
of the poverty impact of the Budget 2009 after the budget had already been adopted, “as part of 
the [its] statutory remit to provide evidence-based advice on all aspects of public policy as it 
relates to poverty”, and in particular because it felt that poverty impacts had not been dealt with as 
comprehensively as possible in other analyses, notably the Regulatory IA on the same issue. 

It is also interesting to note that out of the three, the CPA’s PIA, which is arguably the most 
comprehensive, informative and useful of the three documents, is also the only one that does not 
use the template prescribed in the PIA guidance document. Instead, it adopts a more flexible 
structure that allows it to work through the main issues that are considered relevant, rather than 
answer the pre-defined questions and steps in the guidance. This is partly due to its nature (more 
of an ex post commentary than an ex ante assessment), but it may also point to areas where the 
PIA template is not flexible enough, or does not provide PIA producers with enough guidance to 
consider the key issues and how relevant impacts can be presented and evidenced. 

During the interviews, all producers as well as users expressed that PIA is a useful tool in 
principle. However, its actual use both in improving the quality of proposals and in political 
decision making often appears to be quite limited, and the risk is that PIA is undertaken as a 
purely technical illustrative exercise with little bearing on the actual policy outcomes. This is partly 
linked to the issues of timing, scope of application (voluntary not mandatory), and the lack of 
integration with RIA, which can relegate PIA to being seen as of minor importance. 

 

4.3.3 Child Impact Assessment 

Child IA (or perhaps more accurately Youth IA,37 since it concerns young people up to the age of 
25) was first introduced in Flanders in 1997, although a methodology (including a checklist) wasn’t 
developed until 2001. New guidance was adopted in 2009, when Child IA was also integrated with 
Regulatory IA, the expectation now being that it should be carried out as a specific impact 
alongside a more general integrated IA. 

For this study, only one example of a “pure” Child IA was examined (Tourism for all). This stems 
from the period shortly after the methodology was first developed (2002) In addition, one of the 
Flemish integrated IAs (Dutch for newcomers; see section 4.2) also included a Child IA; it was 
produced shortly after the integration of Child IA with RIA (2009). 

A) Types of social impacts assessed 

The first step of the actual assessment of impacts in Child IA is a checklist of domains that the 
proposal might have a (positive or negative) effect on. This covers family, housing, leisure 
activities, health and welfare, mobility, education, environment, and “other”. Both of the Child IAs 
that were examined followed this exact structure, listing the domains and providing an explanation 
(usually very brief, ranging from 2-3 short paragraphs down to a single sentence) of whether the 
proposal would have an effect in each of these areas. Interestingly, both IAs identified potential 

                                                      

37 The tool is also referred to as “JoKER”, short for “Jongere-EffectRapport”.  
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effects in all of these areas, although in some cases the statements remain very general (e.g. 
“opportunities for engaging in leisure activities are less accessible for the affected target group”, 
i.e. children for whom Dutch is not their native language).  

The second step of the standard methodology for Child IA is inspired by four basic principles of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. It covers (1) the best interests of the child, (2) the 
right to non-discrimination, (3) the right to life, survival and development, and (4) the right to 
participation and respect for the views of the child. It lists between 3 and 6 sub-questions under 
each of these rights, and asks producers to rate in how far these principles are being implemented 
through the proposal at hand on a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 means very little and 5 means very 
much). 

By using this framework, the two Child IAs identified the following principles being implemented by 
the respective proposals to a large extent: 

Tourism for all 

• The best interests of the child 
o Responsibility of the government 

• Right to non-discrimination 
o Responsibility of the government to 

protect the child from all forms of 
discrimination 

• Right to participation and respect for the 
views of the child 

o Right to access to relevant 
information 

o Freedom of association  

Dutch for newcomers 

• The best interests of the child 
o Responsibility of the parents 
o Responsibility of the child itself 

• Right to non-discrimination 
o Respect for the rights of the child 

irrespectively of race, colour, gender 
etc. 

• Right to life, survival and development 
o Right to education 

• Right to participation and respect for the 
views of the child 

o Right of the child to express its 
opinion 

 

B) Methods and tools for social impact assessment 

As noted above, the template for Child IA in Flanders is quite prescriptive in how it requires IAs to 
examine possible impacts in eight domains, and then to rate the extent to which the proposal 
implements certain key principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Both examples 
follow this structure and work through the checklists. However, apart from this generic screening 
framework / checklist, no specific methods or tools were used. 

The information presented to describe which domains would be affected, and which principles 
implemented, is purely qualitative. Feedback collected through the interviews suggests that in the 
case of the Tourism for all initiative, stakeholder input was a key source of information used to 
make the assessment. However, in the case of the IA on Dutch for newcomers, it appears that the 
assessment was made purely based on the views of the officials in charge of the IA and proposal. 

C) Procedural elements 

The main difference between the two Child IAs that were examined is that one of them (Tourism 
for all) was conducted in parallel with the development of the corresponding proposal, and 
counted with a significant amount of input from stakeholders. In fact, a stakeholder platform was 
specifically set up to provide input concerning the effects on children; according to interviewees 
this added significant value to the Child IA and resulted in a number of ways in which the concerns 
of children were taken into account in the proposal. On the other hand, the Child IA (as well as the 
Regulatory IA) on Dutch for newcomers was written entirely after the proposal had already been 
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finalised, and no input was sought from stakeholders. Thus, there was essentially no opportunity 
for the IA to make any difference on the proposal. 

Nonetheless, the principle of Child IA was found to be a useful way of considering how proposals 
might affect children by those involved in both exercises. However, it is important to note that in 
both proposals, children were specifically targeted, meaning that impacts in children were one of 
the main considerations of the respective teams drafting the proposals, and the template for the 
Child IA was generally found relevant, and the concepts therein applicable to these initiatives. At 
the same time, doubts were raised as to whether these templates would add much value in cases 
where the impacts on children would be less obvious / significant, and several interviewees 
thought that a more flexible approach would be needed in such cases to ensure Child IA does not 
turn into a disproportionate and largely irrelevant burden on officials. 

 

4.3.4 Income Effects Test 

The income effects test is a specific tool in use in the Netherlands. The following paragraphs 
summarise and analyse the concrete application of this test to the following proposal on the 
reform of tax credit to the chronically ill (2008). 

A) Types of social impacts assessed 

As its name suggests, the income effects test covers the impact of proposals on the income of 20 
different categories of vulnerable households, such as families with different income levels and 
numbers of children, single working parents, households where one or more members are 
unemployed / receive benefits, etc. In this particular case, the methodology was fine-tuned to 
include different typologies of care for chronically ill and disabled people and their consequences 
on income according to several criteria such as age, income, availability of income support for rent 
costs, use of home care, and so on. The Ministry of Health and the Dutch Council of the 
Chronically Ill and the Disabled (CG-Raad) provided input. 

B) Methods and tools for social impact assessment 

The income effects test is a purely quantitative model that (as its name suggests) is used to 
estimate the effect of proposed measures on the disposable income of a variety of different 
categories of households. The methodology is complex and in constant evolution, and where 
necessary, the responsible unit attempts to tailor it to include specific relevant aspects or the 
income effects on certain categories of people. As regards access to data, the unit responsible for 
the test has all the relevant basic income data. In the case of the test on the reform of tax credit to 
the chronically ill, additional information from the tax department was needed to complete the 
assessment. 

The models and calculations underlying the test are complex and have evolved considerably since 
it was first developed. A detailed description would exceed the scope of this study. The results are 
presented in the form of a report containing a number of tables and explanatory text. The main 
summary table (see below) lists the total number and percentage of households in different 
groups (according to age, income level, recipients of different benefit payments, etc.) that would 
be affected positively or negatively, and by how much (net loss of more than 5%, between 2% and 
5%, and less than 2%). 

This table shows clearly which groups would be better off, and which would be worse off. In the 
example shown below, which is taken from the income effects test on the reform of tax credit for 
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the chronically ill, the income effects of the proposed measure would be positive or zero for at 
least half of the households in all groups (sum of the last two columns), with the sole exception of 
those receiving incapacity benefits. However, there would also be negative effects on a significant 
number of households, especially those with an income between the median and double the 
median, but also for those receiving housing benefits, incapacity benefits, or in home care. In all of 
these groups, 15% or more of households would see their income reduced by more than 2%.  

Overview of income effects for different groups in structural situations 

Summary Number of households (X 1000) Percentage of households within group 
 Less 

than  
-5% 

-5 to  
-2% 

-2 to 
0% 

0 Positive Total Less 
than  
-5% 

-5 to  
-2% 

-2 to 
0% 

0 Positive 

Total 159 731 2198 2544 1557 7189 2% 10% 31% 35% 22% 
Age division            
65- 131 618 1575 2536 778 5638 2% 11% 28% 45% 14% 
65+ 28 114 623 9 778 1552 2% 7% 40% 1% 50% 
Income level            
Minimum 14 38 111 204 100 467 3% 8% 24% 44% 21% 
Minimum-median 96 190 616 569 708 2179 4% 9% 28% 26% 32% 
Median-2*median 42 376 927 924 447 2716 2% 14% 34% 34% 16% 
>2 * median 7 127 545 846 301 1826 0% 7% 30% 46% 16% 
Housing benefits            
No 96 622 1932 2321 1250 6221 2% 10% 31% 37% 20% 
Yes 63 110 266 224 307 970 6% 11% 27% 23% 32% 
Incapacity benefits 
(WAO/WIA/Wajong/WAZ) 

           

No 143 684 2104 2543 1411 6885 2% 10% 31% 37% 20% 
Yes 17 48 92 2 146 305 6% 16% 30% 1% 48% 
Home care            
No 137 679 2098 2543 1307 6764 2% 10% 31% 38% 19% 
Yes 22 52 100 1 250 425 5% 12% 24% 0% 59% 
Tax credit for the 
chronically ill (CZ&G)            
No 119 609 1809 2536 517 5590 2% 11% 32% 45% 9% 
Yes 40 122 389 8 1040 1599 3% 8% 24% 1% 65% 

  

More detailed tables are also presented in the annexes to the income effects test report. For 
example, the second table below provides a breakdown of data per different types of households, 
taking into account the presence of children, the age of the members of the household, the type of 
subsidy / payment received, the presence of a pension scheme and of specific dietary 
requirements that may significantly impact on the budget of the household under examination. 
Similar tables presenting a breakdown for the whole population and for the population not affected 
by tax credit schemes for the chronically ill are also included in the original assessment. 
 

Table B.2.3 : Income Effects for BU-recipients, structural situation (multiplier for people below 65 is 1.4) 
  Low cost of care High cost of care 
  No 

forfait 
Average 

forfait 
Of which 

IAR* 
No 

forfait 
Average 

forfait 
High forfait Of which 

IAR* 
1 Single, WAO -3,5% -1,2% -3,4% -6,6% -4,3% -2,8% -4,8% 
2 Single, WWB-payment -1,4% 1,4% 0,0% -5,0% -2,3% -0,5% 0,0% 
3 Single, WML -2,3% 0,0% -1,1% -7,5% -5,3% -3,9% -3,5% 
4 Single, € 34.000 0,0% 1,3% 0,0% -2,0% -0,7% 0,1% 0,0% 
5 Couple, WWB-payment -2,1% 0,0% 0,0% -4,5% -2,6% -1,3% 0,0% 
6 Couple, 130%, gluten-free diet -2,4% -0,9% -1,1% -8,2% -6,8% -5,8% -3,5% 
6a Couple, 130%, one payment WMO x x  -6,5% -5,1% -4,1% -3,7% 
7 Couple, 1,5 x median income 0,0% 1,0% 0,0% -2,6% -1,7% -1,0% -0,3% 
8 Couple, 2 children, WWB-payment -1,9% -0,3% 0,0% -3,9% -2,3% -1,3% 0,0% 
9 Couple, 2 children, 130% -2,4% -1,1% -1,1% -6,5% -5,2% -4,4% -2,8% 
10 Couple, 2 children, 1,5 x median income 0,0% 0,9% 0,0% -2,1% -1,2% -0,7% -0,5% 
11 Single, 65+, AOW-payment WMO 0,1% 1,4% 0,0% -0,2% 1,0% 2,7% 0,0% 

11a Single, 65+, specific AOW-payment -0,2% 1,1% 0,0% -0,2% 1,0% 2,7% 0,0% 
12 Single, 65+, AOW + € 5.000 WMO pension -4,5% -3,6% -4,2% -5,1% -4,2% -3,0% -4,9% 

12a Single, 65+, AOW + € 5.000 specific pension -2,7% -1,8% -2,1% -2,4% -1,5% -0,3% -2,3% 
13 Single, 65+, AOW + € 15.000 WMO pension -2,7% -2,1% -1,1% -3,3% -2,7% -1,9% -1,2% 

13a Single, 65+, AOW + € 15.000 specific pension -0,8% -0,1% -0,3% -0,8% -0,2% 0,6% -0,3% 
14 Couple, 65+, AOW-payment WMO -0,5% 0,4% 0,0% -0,7% 0,2% 1,4% 0,0% 

14a Couple, 65+, specific AOW-payment -0,8% 0,2% 0,0% -0,7% 0,2% 1,4% 0,0% 
15 Couple, 65+ , AOW + € 10.000 WMO pension -1,3% -0,7% -0,9% -1,4% -0,8% -0,1% -1,0% 

15a Couple, 65+ , AOW + € 10.000 specific pension -1,1% -0,5% -0,5% -0,8% -0,2% 0,6% -0,5% 
16 Couple, 65+, AOW + € 30.000 WMO pension -2,5% -2,1% -0,5% -3,0% -2,7% -2,2% -0,5% 

16a Couple, 65+, AOW + € 30.000 specific pension -1,3% -0,9% 0,0% -1,8% -1,4% -0,9% 0,0% 
17 Intramuraal, WAO (25.000) Nb -0,6% -1,7% Nb -2,3% Nb -1,8% 
18 Intramuraal, Wajong Nb 1,8% 0,0% Nb 0,3% Nb 0,0% 

IAR: income-related schemes such as rent allowance and care allowance  
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Other tables commonly found in the annexes of income-effect tests include household and income 
combinations in a more aggregated form (e.g. single, single with children, couples with one 
income no children, couples with children and one income, etc.) and allow for a comparative 
evaluation of the proposal by presenting the income situation of each category before and after a 
given reform.  

C) Procedural elements 

The test is performed by a dedicated unit in the Ministry of Social Affairs. In this case it was done 
in parallel with the drafting of the proposal, and several versions of the test were prepared before 
the first presentation of draft proposal to Parliament. These early tests helped decision making 
within the department, in that versions of the legislative proposal were discarded or refined once 
their income effects became clear. After the first publication of the income effects test in 
Parliament and following the production of an additional study by stakeholders, the initial test was 
revised again and resubmitted with additional information obtained through close cooperation 
between stakeholder representatives and the responsible unit within the Ministry. 

Although not mandatory, the test is becoming increasingly present in decision-making, and both 
producers and users find it a useful source of information. During the political debate on the 
reform of tax credit to the chronically ill, a lot of attention was reportedly paid to the income effects 
test, and a significant part of the questions during the political debate focused on income effects. 
The test is thus clearly useful to thoroughly assess one dimension of social impacts, and also as a 
means of communicating the policy to the interested parties. However, it cannot provide a 
comprehensive picture of a complex social issue or scrutinise policy coherence between different 
policies touching a similar problem. This is of course not the purpose of the test, but the quality 
results that can be obtained through the income effects test highlight even more the absence of a 
similar approach for assessing the other social aspects of a policy that cannot be captured by 
looking at income. 

 

 

 

4.4 Procedural factors per Social IA System 

The following sections pick up where sections 4.2 and 4.3 left off, and discuss some of the more 
procedural issues that were assessed as part of the analysis of the 30 social IA examples (such 
as the timing of the IA processes and the actors involved, the level of buy-in for IA in general and 
the importance attached to social impacts in particular, the way stakeholders are consulted, the 
use of IA in political decision making etc.) that are specific to each IA system, and are therefore 
best discussed on a system-by-system basis. 

4.4.1 Czech Republic 

For the Czech Republic, the following three examples of IA were examined: 
• Impact study to the amended Social Services Act (2008) 
• Regulatory IA for the Act on legal assistance (2009) 
• Assessment of the goal-achievement and social impact of the State Energy Strategy 

(2005) 
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A) The IA process and culture 

All three integrated IAs examined for the Czech Republic were carried out in parallel with policy 
formulation by experts at the ministry responsible for the proposal (except in the case of the State 
Energy Strategy, which was not a proposal per se, but a document that sets out broad 
government goals). Stakeholder input was also incorporated into the IAs directly by responsible 
officials.  

Those interviewed all claimed a high degree of buy-in to the IA system. It has become a standard 
and well known procedure. The system is seen primarily to fulfil standard, ‘better regulation’ 
objectives, mostly from a fiscal point of view. It is notable that a notoriously badly designed 
proposal (and predecessor to one of the IAs studied), the Social Services Act (2006) led, 
according to interviewees, to further mainstreaming of IA as a policy tool within Czech ministries. 
This is reinforced by the fact that for the two IAs that were directly connected to legislative 
proposals, officials interviewed were confident that they played a role in shaping the final proposal. 
Despite this increased enthusiasm for IA, it must be noted that IAs are still in general quite brief 
(23-35 pages) documents that cover mostly financial impacts.  

B) The assessment of social impacts 

Though IA in the Czech Republic is, as mentioned above, of increasing importance in policy 
formulation, incorporation of a social element is lagging behind, despite requirements in the 
guidelines to take social impacts into account. Two of the three IAs studied contained very little 
information (i.e. a few sentences) on social impacts, and officials interviewed in regard to these 
IAs had commensurately little to say on the subject; they saw IA as a tool to assess the financial 
consequences of proposed legislation. 

The IA on the State Energy Strategy was an exception to this. Though it did not examine a wide 
range of social impacts, it did consider costs to households and potential impacts on employment 
in the energy sector. Both of these socials costs were analysed using extrapolations from national 
statistics (i.e. rising costs due to energy liberalisation and decreased employment with rising 
productivity), rather than advanced econometric modelling. 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making 

Producers claimed that sufficient consultation was carried out for all three integrated IAs. This was 
most evident for the IA on the Act for Legal Assistance, for which 68 stakeholders, ranging from 
government officials to NGOs were consulted. The Energy Strategy took on board submissions 
from 10 stakeholders, while interviews for the Social Services Act did not yield specific 
information. It was, however, not clear for any of the IAs when during the policy-formulation 
process consultation occurred. Some stakeholders interviewed also remarked that, while they 
agreed that the government attempted to get outside feedback, the procedure was not systematic 
or transparent. 

Interviews with users in the Czech parliament starkly contrasted with those of government 
officials. There was very little interest expressed by MPs in the IA process. Often, it was claimed 
that a parliamentary majority is sufficient to pass a piece of legislation, without looking at points 
raised in the IAs. In other cases, deliberations and amendments were said to take place, but not in 
relation to any findings from the IAs. Some MPs interviewed for this study were not even aware 
that IAs were carried out, despite the fact that they are stapled to each piece of legislation. It must 
therefore be said that the instances of IAs having an effect on political decision making is very 
rare, and that any consideration of social impacts is even rarer. 

D) Conclusions 
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Integrated IA as a policy making tool in the Czech Republic appears to be in the beginning stages. 
It is clear that it is becoming further mainstreamed year on year, at least within government 
ministries. The ‘social’ aspects of IA are yet to fully appear, but it is encouraging that the most 
‘easily quantifiable of the social impacts, namely costs and benefits for households and 
employment, are starting to be considered. That being said, the complete lack of political interest 
in IAs shows that, for the foreseeable future the influence IA has in the Czech Republic will remain 
within the ministries responsible for drafting legislation. This is, to a greater or lesser extent, the 
case in several jurisdictions examined for this study. 

 

4.4.2 Finland 

For Finland, the following three examples of integrated IA were examined: 
• Climate and Energy Strategy for the Long Term (2008) 
• Proposal to change the law on vehicle taxes (2007) 
• Proposal to change the law on basic education (2009) 

A) The IA process and culture 

The IA system in Finland grew out of a long tradition of consultation and consensus-based policy 
making. However, since the early 2000s IA has been carried out in a more formalised and 
standardised manner, culminating in a set of integrated guidelines that came into effect in 2008. 
As explained in chapter 3 of this report, these guidelines are among the most extensive of any 
examined for this study. However, the individual IAs looked at for this section do not heavily reflect 
the integrated IA guidelines in that they are very brief (i.e. from 5 to 14 pages) and do not make it 
clear whether all the impacts, both social and otherwise, were screened for. There are several 
reasons for this.  

Firstly, the guidelines were only published in late 2008, after two of the three IAs examined here 
had already been drafted. Though the guidelines did not in fact add many new rules or methods 
for carrying out IA, they did represent a major effort to further streamline disparate guidelines and 
raise awareness of them across government departments, where officials were often ill informed. 
None of the officials interviewed for the study had attended the awareness-raising trainings on IA 
that the Ministry of Justice periodically carries out. The IAs examined here are therefore best seen 
as a reflection of the system as it existed until 2008. In addition, it is worth noting that in terms of 
format, the integrated IAs themselves are included within policy proposals. This puts pressure on 
officials to keep them as succinct as possible. Even when extensive studies are conducted by 
external experts, only the most relevant results are included in the IA itself, which explains why 
IAs are very short and do not mention areas where no impacts are expected, procedural details 
about consultation, or other options that may have been considered during the policy-formulation 
process.  

Responsibility for the IA lies with the ministry responsible for the proposal, which for the three IAs 
studied carried them out in parallel with the policy formulation process. The responsible ministry 
often commissions external studies in addition to performing its own research. This is especially 
the case for policies that could have important economic impacts, such as for the Climate Change 
and Vehicle Taxes IAs. External studies, involving economic macro-modelling, were performed by 
three government-funded research organisations: 

• VTT (Technical Research Centre of Finland) 
• VATT (Government Centre for Economic Research) 
• SYKA (Finnish Environment Centre) 
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All three produced studies for the Climate Change Strategy which were published externally in 
addition to feeding into the IA. VATT also performed research for the change in the vehicle taxes 
law. Interviewees stated that external consultants also were involved, though to a limited degree. 

Producers did not feel that IAs, once finished, were used to amend draft proposals. Rather, they 
were part of an ongoing process whereby evidence obtained for the IA (such as economic 
modelling performed by VATT) was also used directly to formulate the draft proposal. For the 
Climate Change Strategy in particular, ministers (i.e. members of the cross ministerial group 
responsible for drafting the Strategy) were regularly informed of the evidence being collected and 
may have taken decisions based on it. 

B) The assessment of social impacts 

The main focus of all three impact assessments was economic. Despite favouring the general 
idea of assessing social impacts in more depth, officials interviewed were accustomed to the idea 
of using economic data to provide evidence for their proposals, which was in most cases 
produced by the government-funded research institutes described above. This led most of the 
social costs and benefits described in the IAs to at least overlap with economic considerations.  

The ‘social’ impacts examined in these IAs were mostly related to impacts on income or 
employment. For example, the Climate Change Strategy IA made an attempt to calculate how the 
income distribution could be affected by policies enacted to reduce carbon emissions, in addition 
to examining employment impacts, both overall and on different regions. Impacts in the latter 
category were based on industries being concentrated in specific regions (e.g. forestry) that might 
face disproportionate impacts as a social cost, or the social benefits of Finland gaining a foothold 
in areas such as renewable energy. Regional impacts were also examined for the Vehicle Taxes 
IA. Since the policy would tax vehicles based on CO2 emissions, it noted that the Helsinki region, 
where people drive larger cars, would be disproportionately affected. 

Users asked about these impact categories were not convinced of their applicability. Citing studies 
performed by VATT and other government-funded research organisations, it was claimed that the 
economic modelling was too high level, with too little certainty in results, to act as a real decision-
making aide. Instead, it was remarked that in committee hearings more general political 
arguments were made (e.g. increased energy costs would create a burden for industries). To 
make better use of IAs, users would prefer more advanced economic modelling that explains in 
more detail how industries and energy prices could be affected by policy changes. 

The Change to the Law on Basic Education IA did not look at the kinds of impacts just described 
(the proposal would not likely have many such impacts), but instead balanced the social benefits 
of the main policy aims (i.e. increased support for children with special educational needs and 
avoided problems for these children later on) with one unintended ‘side effect’ of the proposal (i.e. 
decreased personal privacy for such children and their families as the state attempts to come to 
provide more comprehensive and earlier assistance). 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of the IA for p olitical decision making 

Although the results of consultation undertaken during policy and IA formulation are not included 
in the IA per se, extensive consultation does take place in practice, both at formal and informal 
levels. However, it is difficult to separate consultation that is carried out for the IA from general 
consultation that is carried out for the policy proposal in general. This is because IA and policy 
formulation are carried out in parallel, with consultation results not explicitly defined as such in 
proposals. For both the Climate Change Strategy and Change to the Law on Vehicle Taxes, for 
example, interviewees noted that several hearings, bringing together stakeholders from across the 
ideological spectrum, were held during the course of policy development. Though no specific 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

82 

examples were given of how this influenced the shape of the IAs and the final policies, users were 
confident that their views were taken into account. This was coupled with informal meetings with 
ministry staff.  

Although producers stated that in theory IAs are meant to be used in parliamentary hearings to 
provide MPs with evidence and shape the discussion around expert testimony, users remarked 
that they are rarely used in this way. Instead, they are ‘used’ by the ministry officials drafting the 
proposal. The IAs then filter into parliamentary hearings indirectly, as experts give oral testimony 
based on the same evidence compiled in studies carried out for the IA. Interviewees remarked 
that the process would be more useful if more possibilities were set up to make use of IAs during 
the interim phases of policy development (through, for example, formal interim hearings), rather 
than at the end once political commitments have de facto been made. 

It is therefore difficult to state the extent to which social impacts, and indeed IA in general, are 
taken into account during final political decision making. Based on evidence from interviewees, it 
is more the process of formulating IAs, rather than the IA itself, that makes its way into political 
decision making. 

D) Conclusions  

Examination of the three Finnish integrated IAs, though not making it possible to generalise about 
the entire IA system, does lead one to believe that the process is much more fluid and less formal 
than it would appear from the guidelines (though this may change as the guidelines gain a 
foothold). Based on the sample, it can be said that more ‘economic’ social costs and benefits, 
such as those dealing with regional employment and income distribution, are the most closely 
examined, since economic modelling is a key tool for IA in Finland. In addition, the use of IA is not 
straightforward, but instead depends on the complex interplay between ministry officials, 
stakeholders and MPs, influencing policy making indirectly through leading to the collection of 
evidence and focusing minds on specific issues rather than inputting directly into policy proposals 
or changing MPs’ opinions. 

 

4.4.3 Flanders 

For the region of Flanders, three IAs were examined. This included two integrated IAs: 
• Final exam of foreign languages for secondary education and development objectives of 

Dutch for newcomers (2009) 
• Regional planning regulation on accessibility (2009) 

 
In addition there was one child IA: 

• Tourism for all (2002) 
 

A) The IA process and culture 

Though one of the IAs examined for this study was a child IA, Flanders now operates an entirely 
integrated IA system that incorporates child IA. As explained previously, the intention behind 
bringing child IA into the integrated IA system was to further mainstream child IA, which was 
previously only being carried out sporadically.  

Both of the integrated IAs looked at for this study were, according to interviewees, mostly carried 
out in order to fulfil statutory requirements. In addition, a motivating factor cited for both integrated 
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IAs was to justify political decisions that had already been taken. This tendency was particularly 
pronounced for the IA on Dutch for newcomers, for which the IA was reportedly drafted quite late 
in the policy development process. Though the other integrated IA was carried out in parallel to 
the proposal itself, interviewees explained that the nature of the policy process in Flanders, which 
normally has a coalition government, means that most important decisions are taken before 
drafting a proposal has begun. 

The ministries responsible for drafting the proposals were the key actors involved for both 
integrated IAs, with advice and support provided by the central better regulation unit. These 
officials cited several challenges in producing useful IAs. In particular, the format defined for IA 
was seen as too rigid. Interviewees explained that there was a disconnect between the 
information available to policy makers and the monetised costs and benefits needed to conform to 
IA guidelines.  

Neither IA played a large role in shaping its respective proposal. Instead, the IAs were used 
mainly to highlight the proposals’ benefits. Stakeholders confirmed this, and noted that they did 
find the process somewhat useful in that it highlighted categories of people the policy would 
impact and helped outline information gaps for which better data could be recorded in future. 

The case of the Child IA on the “Tourism for all” initiative is somewhat different. It was drafted in 
2002, in parallel with the development of the proposal, and based on the clear recognition that 
Child IA was relevant because children were one of the main target groups of the initiative. A 
specific stakeholder platform concerning children in particular was created, and provided input into 
the IA and proposal. This was quite instrumental to the IA (and led inter alia to discarding certain 
options), which thus had a clear influence on the proposal itself. 

B) The assessment of social impacts 

Both proposals for which the integrated IAs looked at in this section were carried out had strong 
social components, and this filtered through to the IAs. However, officials responsible for the IAs 
remarked that the format for integrated IA in Flanders, which encourages monetisation, made it 
difficult to keep the emphasis on social costs and benefits. In one case where this was particularly 
problematic, ministry officials were unable to fit the kind of data seen as useful into the IA format 
(this included sample surveys, pilot programmes and stakeholder evaluation), and therefore 
completed the IA to the extent required but were unable to make much use of the results.  

The accessibility IA presented a different but related problem. Interviewees claimed that they 
assessed the (mostly social) benefits of the proposal (i.e. better access to buildings for disabled 
people and knock on effects) in as much depth as the (mostly economic) costs (i.e. the direct 
costs of construction to amend buildings). But since the latter were far easier to monetise – it was 
stated as especially difficult to monetise the psychological benefits for disabled people in gaining 
proper access to buildings – they appeared to receive more attention in the final IA document, 
even though they were not in fact subject to more consideration by ministry officials.  

It was clear from interviews for both IAs, therefore, that the willingness to assess social impacts 
was present, but could not be realised fully under the current system. While both IAs were judged 
to be ‘as complete as possible’, interviewees felt it was impossible to convey key points in the 
format available. 

The Child IA on the Tourism for all initiative is entirely social in nature, and largely follows the 
template for this type of IA, including answering a series of yes/no questions, and a series of 
ratings of the effects on different factors on a scale of 1 to 5. In the case of this initiative, which 
clearly had relevant implications for children (and in fact was initially proposed partly with the 
needs of children in mind) this format worked well. However, interviewees also noted that more 
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flexibility is needed in other cases where the realities of the proposal fit less neatly into the pre-
defined template and categories. 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making 

It was explained that for both integrated IAs, consultation was carried out in relation to the 
proposals themselves rather than to the IAs specifically. Consultation for the Dutch for newcomers 
proposal in particular was seen as crucial for curriculum development after development of the 
proposal, while a small amount of stakeholder consultation was carried out for the accessibility 
proposal. It can therefore be said that stakeholder input did not factor strongly into the two IAs. 
However, in the case of the Child IA on the Tourism for all initiative, stakeholder input (through a 
specially created stakeholder platform) was one (if not the) key input for the IA, and had a 
significant effect on the shape and content of the final IA and proposal. 

When it comes to the political decision making on the finalised proposals, interviewees stated that 
none of the three IAs had played a significant role in the debates in the Flemish parliament or 
elsewhere. As stated above, in two cases key decisions had already been taken when the IAs 
were carried out. Moreover, the accessibility proposal did not require a vote in the Flemish 
parliament, sharply limiting the number of individuals that could have acted as ‘users’ of the IAs. 

D) Conclusions  

The integrated IAs that were examined for this report did not answer a key question about IA in 
Flanders, which concerns whether the system has been improved by incorporating child IA into 
the integrated IA system. Although one IA examined did contain a child IA, the IA as a whole was 
completed at a late stage and the child IA did not play a major role. The other example (Tourism 
for all) seems to have been one of the few examples where Child IA was deemed useful and had 
an influence on the proposal, mainly because the nature of the proposal meant that the concerns 
of children were very relevant and taken very seriously from the outset. Generally speaking, the 
Flemish political system (in particular the fact that many important decisions are based on 
negotiations between coalition government partners) also makes it difficult to feed in IA carried out 
in parallel with a proposal. It was also clear from the two examples of integrated IA that there is a 
willingness to consider social, rather than just economic, costs and benefits when performing IA. 
However, the perceived need to monetise as far as possible makes it difficult to properly 
incorporate social costs and benefits, leading to IAs that are unnecessarily incomplete. 

 

4.4.4 Ireland 

For Ireland, a sample of five IAs was examined. This included the following two integrated IAs: 
• Revisions of the Standards Regulations Applying to the Private Rented Sector (2008) 
• Implementation of proposals on trusteeship Social Welfare and Pensions Bill (2008) 

 
In addition, there were three poverty IAs: 

• One parent family payment review (2006) 
• Budget (2009) 
• Examination of budget 2009 income tax measures using the PIA guidelines 

A) The IA process and culture 
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Integrated IAs (titled Regulatory Impact Assessments) are obligatory in Ireland and are carried out 
for most legislative proposals. Unlike IAs in some other jurisdictions, the two Irish integrated IAs 
were carried out by actors other than a single ministry. In one case an external (but government-
funded) body was commissioned to carry out the IA, while for the other a special consultative 
group was set up bringing together officials from several ministries, the social partners and 
stakeholders from pension schemes and insurance companies. Arguably this could have garnered 
more specialised input than is sometimes possible for integrated IAs elsewhere.  

Both integrated IAs were carried out in parallel to proposals, which at least in theory would have 
provided scope for them to have an influence. However, although interviewees saw both 
integrated IAs as an opportunity to address specific concerns and focus minds on the most crucial 
aspects of the respective proposals, their opinions as to the influence the process had on 
individual proposals was nuanced. While some of those interviewed were confident that in specific 
areas the IA helped identify negative impacts in time to amend the proposal, others thought such 
issues would have been uncovered without the IA. Monetising costs and benefits was seen as a 
key challenge for producers of both IAs. 

Because Poverty IA is not a statutory requirement in Ireland, it is usually carried out in order to 
address particular concerns or interests. For one of the poverty IAs studied, this entailed providing 
support for a policy for which poverty alleviation was a primary goal, while for another there was a 
sentiment that the integrated IA did not take poverty sufficiently into account. As with Irish 
integrated IAs, actors involved in the process were not limited to officials at the ministry in 
question. Instead, working groups were set up involving officials from all relevant government 
departments and stakeholders. 

One problem evident from the poverty IAs studied is that, because a decision had to be taken in 
each specific case to carry one out, there was an increased likelihood that it would not be finished 
in time to influence the proposal. While poverty IA is performed on the yearly budget each year, 
the other two poverty IAs were only completed after their respective proposals had been finalised. 
Though interviewees expressed confidence in the SWITCH model (an econometric tax-benefit 
model used to assess income impacts on different groups), it was not seen as applicable for all 
impacts they were trying to assess. For impacts such as those contingent on the long-term 
behaviour of a specific group, interviewees described methodological difficulties. 

B) The assessment of social impacts 

Identifying social impacts was not a key concern for either of the integrated IAs, even though both 
of the IAs dealt with social issues (pension reform and rental housing). Instead, both focused on 
monetised costs and benefits. For the IA on pension reform, the social impacts considered were 
limited to token mentions of socially excluded groups and citizens’ rights. Impacts were not 
identified in either of these areas. The integrated IA on rental housing did identify social costs and 
benefits for low income groups and set about assessing them seriously. These groups could 
feasibly face both positive impacts (i.e. improved standards for cheap housing) and negative 
impacts (i.e. reduced cheap housing stock as increased maintenance costs might incentivise 
landlords to exit the market). Stakeholder consultation, through an online questionnaire, was the 
chosen method to obtain data in this area. Though some producers voiced concerns about the 
representativeness of the data collected (due to sample size), interviewees were pleased with the 
results of the IA and felt that the data were robust enough to draw conclusions. 

Poverty IAs were of course devoted entirely to assessing social impacts (primarily the disposable 
income of those at risk of poverty, as well as the numbers of those living in or at risk of poverty, 
and their living conditions), although two of the three examples assessed focused primarily on the 
income dimension. In order to assess potential impacts on poverty, several methods were used. 
Two of the three poverty IAs utilised the SWITCH model described above. While interviewees 
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found SWITCH data to be robust and helpful, it was remarked that it only shows impacts on 
specific income levels, while deprivation, which is not defined solely by income, is not addressed. 
In order to supplement SWITCH data, the EU Survey on Living Conditions (2006) was used. The 
third poverty IA, charged with assessing impacts on a change to the way one-parent families 
would be supported, was performed using only qualitative reasoning. While interviewees 
expressed a general confidence in the result, they also held reservations about their 
comprehensiveness, and expressed regret that more resources were not available for primary 
research (e.g. surveys). 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making  

Considering that all five Irish IAs examined were carried out not simply by one ministry, but by ad 
hoc groups of relevant officials and stakeholders, this already implies a certain level of stakeholder 
consultation.  

Producers of both integrated IAs claimed that stakeholder input formed the basis of the IA report. 
This was especially the case for the Social Welfare and Pensions Bill, for which interviewees 
described the consultative committee charged with carrying out the IA as a springboard for 
consultation, ensuring all stakeholders’ views were heard. Informal consultation within the 
Pensions and Policy unit supplemented official meetings. Although most interviewees were also 
satisfied with the amount of consultation carried out for the Private Rented Sector IA, it was 
remarked that ‘the most important stakeholders of all – actual tenants’ were not consulted. Though 
such stakeholders could have participated in the online survey used for the IA, it is perhaps a valid 
point that tenants from disadvantaged groups would either have not seen the questionnaire or 
would not have taken the time to complete it. Interviewees for both integrated IAs expressed doubt 
that they were useful in political decision making, despite being carried out early in the policy-
formulation process. It is unfortunately unclear why this was the case, though lack of interest in 
technical documents by MPs was cited as one possibility, in addition to the general lack of 
controversy surrounding the particular proposal at hand. 

The three poverty IAs studied, however, were less integrated with the policy-formulation process 
than integrated IAs and did not specifically call for high levels of consultation. For example, 
producers of the One Parent Family Payment Review noted that 39 stakeholders had been 
consulted for the proposal itself, but that no further consultation was carried out for the poverty IA. 
This may have been linked to the fact that the poverty IA was performed after the proposal had 
been finalised. Similarly, producers of the Budget poverty IA claimed that though no consultation 
was carried out specifically for the poverty IA, extensive consultation with the social partners was 
carried out for the Budget proposal itself, which was taken into account for the poverty IA.  

Though two of the three poverty IAs were carried out after proposals were finalised, there was still 
some scope for influence in political decision making at parliamentary level. One of the poverty 
IAs was indeed discussed in a parliamentary committee, and a user indicated that it helped make 
an informed decision on the proposal. The other two poverty IAs were both circulated to MPs, but 
users interviewed doubted whether they had made a contribution to decision making. 

D) Conclusions 

IA in Ireland is notable for its inclusiveness, creating special committees and working groups to 
carry out IAs. Like in other jurisdictions, integrated IAs tend to focus on economic impacts, but in 
Ireland the option of performing poverty IA provides a socially focused complement. Readiness to 
consult stakeholders and to employ quantitative methods to assess social impacts (e.g. SWITCH 
model) has also allowed a degree of ‘social’ to permeate the Irish integrated IA system. It is, 
however, unfortunate that poverty IAs often appear to be conducted late in the policy-formulation 
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process (i.e. after the proposal is finalised), limiting their ability to make a constructive 
contribution. Instead, poverty IAs serve more to flag up issues for subsequent examination.  

 

4.4.5 Netherlands 

Since IA in the Netherlands38 does not normally consider social impacts, the study concentrated 
on the Income Effects Test. Information on this tool can be found in section 4.3.4. 

 

4.4.6 Northern Ireland 

Four IAs from Northern Ireland were reviewed. This includes two “integrated” IAs: 
• IA of the Northern Ireland Executive Review of the Domestic Rating System (2009) 
• IA on Addressing the Economic Downturn: The case for increased investment in social 

housing (2009) 
 
Both of these are somewhat peculiar cases: the former (Domestic Rating System) is an integrated 
assessment that is the result of four separate specific impact tests. The latter (Social Housing) 
does not address the impact of any concrete proposal, but was commissioned by the Department 
for Social Development in order to “pre-emptively” assess the case for more social housing. 
 
In addition, the following two equality IAs were also examined: 

• Equality IA of Core Funding for Victim Support NI (2007) 
• Equality IA of the Pensions Bill (2007) 

 
A) The IA process and culture 

Given the somewhat peculiar nature of the two integrated IAs, it is difficult to draw conclusions as 
to the general functioning of the Northern Irish IA system. In the case of the IA on the Domestic 
Rating System, the IA work was undertaken by two economists, supported by a wider team of civil 
servants from different professional backgrounds. The policy initiative was initially launched at the 
national (UK) level, and the IA process (which took approximately one year) assessed how best to 
implement it in Northern Ireland. The results of the analysis conducted for the IA did influence the 
proposal in several ways. 

The other example of integrated IA (Social Housing) was carried out by academics who had been 
commissioned to do this work and took approximately three months to complete it. The work was 
more exploratory in nature; the producers used the IA Guidelines, but given that the IA was not 
linked to a concrete proposal as such, any influence it may have had on policy that was developed 
later would have been indirect. A large part of the motivation for this IA was to add to the evidence 
base in support of more social housing. 

The circumstances under which the examples of equality IA were developed are also quite 
different from one another. The equality IA on Victim Support concerned not a new proposal, but 

                                                      

38 The Dutch IA system is currently under review, following a critical report from the OECD (2009) that 
portrays it as fragmented and ineffective. 
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an ongoing intervention. The equality IA on the Pensions Bill is another example where a national 
(UK) proposal came first, and the equality IA was undertaken to assess the regional impacts, and 
whether any variations or mitigation measures specifically for Northern Ireland were required. In 
both cases, the equality IAs were drafted by officials from within the relevant government 
departments, and took between four months (Pensions Bill) and one year (Victim Support). 
Neither equality IA resulted in any changes to the respective interventions (although the one on 
the Pensions Bill served to cross-check the adequacy of the mitigating actions that had already 
been built into the Bill and had been carried over from the national level). 

Given these quite atypical circumstances, it is impossible to generalise about the extent to which 
IA is effectively implemented in Northern Ireland. Feedback from the interviews suggests that the 
implementation is rather patchy, and that very good examples of IA co-exist with tick-box 
exercises with very little added value. This applies for both integrated IA and equality IA. 

B) The assessment of social impacts 

The integrated IA on the Domestic Rating System encompasses the following four specific impact 
tests, all of which are essentially social: 

• New Targeting Social Need (New TSN): Impacts on disadvantaged areas 
• Rural Proofing: Impacts on rural areas 
• Equality IA: Impacts on “Section 75” groups (age, dependency, disability, ethnicity, gender, 

marital status, community background) 
• Privacy IA: Impacts in terms of privacy legislation and wider privacy matters (only 

conducted for one specific part of the Review related to data sharing powers) 

The IA used a number of sources of data and statistics, as well as wide-ranging consultation, to 
assess possible differential impacts in all those areas (i.e. both from a spatial and from a social 
grouping perspective), often by looking at which sub-regions (municipalities) would be most and 
least affected. In spite of certain data limitations, it seems clear that the IA represents a thorough 
attempt to consider the social implications of the proposal from a number of different angles, and 
resulted in the inclusion in the legislation of several mitigation measures. This example shows that 
with the right kind of data and methods, in-depth social IA is possible, but it also illustrates the 
considerable effort in terms of time, resources and expertise that is required. 

The IA on Social Housing only looks at the social benefits (including impacts on social inclusion, 
impacts on homelessness, unemployment and employability, and inequalities in health, housing, 
education and problems of disadvantaged areas, and community confidence), initially based on 
the screening framework from the IA guidance notes, and then followed by a (partly quantified) 
multi-criteria analysis. The analysis of social benefits was felt to be generally robust, but the fact 
that (at the request of the commissioning department) it does not consider any costs implies a 
certain bias. 

The equality IAs that were examined also differ significantly in terms of the extent to which they 
were able to objectively assess impacts on different groups. The lack of adequate regional 
profiling data was cited as a challenge in both cases, but the equality IA on the Pensions Bill did 
manage to draw on numerous sources to identify potential differential impacts (both positive and 
negative) of specific provisions within the Bill on various groups. On the other hand, the equality IA 
on Victim Support had to contend with the non-existence of segmented regional data on victims of 
crime, and as a consequence many impact statements were largely subjectively due to lack of 
evidence, and the IA only identified one case (that of age) where a differential impact would be 
likely to occur. Interviewees felt that the quality and comprehensiveness of this IA were low, but 
that it had to be conducted irrespective of whether or not the evidence on which to base solid 
conclusions existed. 
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C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making 

Stakeholder consultation was carried out for three of the four examples (all but the IA on Social 
Housing), but the usefulness of these exercises was somewhat limited in the view of those 
responsible, especially in the case of the equality IAs, for which the number of responses received 
was very low (1 and 4, respectively). This points to potential issues with the consultation methods 
(questionnaires sent out by email), timing (over the summer months), and/or targeting (previously 
identified organisations only). For the integrated IA on the Domestic Rating System, extensive 
feedback from stakeholders was received, and this is summarised in the IA report. However, the 
producers noted that most of the input was in the form of subjective opinions (rather than 
additional evidence), and thus it had little influence on the final IA and proposal. 

As regards the use of IA for political decision making, this was said to be quite limited overall. Two 
of the examples (IA on Domestic Rating System, equality IA on the Pensions Bill) arguably had (or 
in the case of the Pensions Bill, at least could have had) an influence on the content of the final 
proposal, but not on the ultimate political decision making by ministers or in the regional 
parliament. For this, other factors are far more important, especially given the very specific nature 
of the impacts being assessed (i.e. differential impacts on specific groups). 

D) Conclusions 

As was noted previously, it is very difficult to draw generally applicable conclusions from the very 
disparate experiences with the four IAs in the sample and the different circumstances and 
purposes for which they were produced. However, it does seem clear that Northern Ireland has 
developed very interesting methods for social IA, including a very comprehensive equality IA and 
a series of tests to look at inequalities or differential impacts from a spatial perspective. However, 
the application of these tools in practice is unequal, and the examples that were examined 
illustrate both the potential of these tools to provide useful results if (and only if) sufficient data, 
resources and expertise is available, and the risk that when this is not the case, potentially useful 
tests can be reduced to largely subjective tick-box exercises. 

 

4.4.7 Poland 

The following three IAs from Poland (all of them developed by the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Policy) were reviewed: 

• IA of legislation on bridging pensions / early retirement (2009) 
• IA of state support to support some mortgage payments of newly unemployed people 

(2009) 
• IA of legislation on the extent of family benefits (2009) 

It should be noted that the first two are pieces of primary legislation, whereas the last of these 
three was a piece of implementing (secondary) legislation which is the result of a regular (tri-
annual) review process to define the appropriate ceilings of income support. 

A) The IA process and culture 

The IA system was introduced in Poland only relatively recently (first introduced in 2001, 
comprehensive guidelines issued in 2006), and the examination of the three examples listed 
above suggests that in some ways, the system is still in the process of finding its feet. None of the 
three fully correspond with the guidance documents, in particular as regards the assessment of 
different policy options and a comprehensive coverage of different impact types. While one of the 
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examples (IA on bridging pensions / early retirement) is a thorough analytical effort that evolved 
over a considerable period of time and covers a wide range of relevant impacts, the depth and 
scope of the other two is generally much lower. Nonetheless, it also became evident that in some 
cases, the content of the IA report does not fully reflect the options considered at an early stage, 
or the full range of information that was used. For example, in the case of the IA on the extent of 
family benefits, a significant amount of preparatory research to determine the most appropriate 
levels was carried out by the Institute of Work and Social Issues; however, none of this is reflected 
or referred to in the IA report, which is only three pages long. According to interviewees, this is 
because previous studies were carried out had served as a basis for discussion with stakeholders, 
whereas the IA was drafted much later in the process, and it was felt unnecessary to repeat the 
same information. 

As regards actors, all IAs were prepared primarily by civil servants within the main department 
responsible for the legislation, but in all three cases some input was provided by other actors 
(either departments within the same ministry, another ministry, or an external research institute). 
Two out of the three IAs were produced in parallel with the respective proposals (and in one case 
this process took several years of revisions), but one was written “very quickly” and entirely after 
the proposal had been finalised (some supporting research had been carried out previously, but 
this seems unrelated and is not reflected in the IA report). Data availability was perceived as a 
major challenge in all three IAs. 

Generally speaking, it appears that IA is still perceived mainly as an administrative requirement by 
Polish government officials, and not as a tool that actually adds value to the policy development 
process. Two of the three IAs that were examined seemed to have no influence on the proposals 
they accompanied. The IA on bridging pensions / early retirement is the exception; it was 
reportedly very useful in shaping, testing and revisiting the policy.  

B) The assessment of social impacts 

According to the guidelines, all Polish IAs are required to assess the impact on the labour market 
(incl. employment and standards and rights relating to job quality). The guidance further 
recommends that IAs consider a wide range of other social impacts, such as social inclusion and 
protection, health, etc.  In practice, two of the three examples that were examined only assessed 
the employment impacts, and only in a qualitative way, as the necessary data for quantitative 
estimates were not available. No other social impacts were identified, although it could easily be 
argued that wider social impacts may also be applicable, in particular in the case of the IA on 
bridging pensions, which calculates the number of individuals who are likely to be affected, but 
does not specify how they are to benefit. The final IA (extent of family benefits) does not mention 
any social impacts (not even the mandatory employment impacts, which were considered to be 
insignificant); it merely states that there will be an impact on those benefiting from income support, 
without elaborating on what that impact might be. 

The feedback from both producers and users clearly shows that the assessment of social impacts 
is perceived to be of secondary importance in Polish IAs, the main purpose of which was seen by 
all interviewees as assessing the economic and budgetary implications of proposals. It was noted 
that the low importance generally attached to social impacts by relevant actors, a lack of 
knowledge about how to properly assess such impacts, and problems with data availability were 
the main factors that hamper more thorough social IA. Several interviewees (producers as well as 
user) felt that strengthening and broadening the social dimension in Polish IA should be a priority. 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making 

Consultation with social partners is obligatory in Poland, and the main vehicle for this is the 
Tripartite Commission. This Commission was consulted for all three proposals / IAs being 



Study on Social IA – Final Report   
TEP and CEPS June 2010 

 

 

91 

examined. However, the focus of the consultation is nearly always on the proposed legislation 
itself, while the IA is largely ignored. In the case of the IA on bridging pensions, substantial 
changes were made to the proposal as a result of the consultation, and the IA report summarises 
the results and outstanding issues in considerable detail. However, the IA on state support to 
support mortgage payments only lists the organisations that were consulted, and the IA on the 
extent of family benefits makes no mention of consultation. 

IA reports are routinely provided to members of parliament together with the legislative proposals, 
and the MPs that were interviewed generally regarded them as useful additional background 
information. One MP noted that in particular the summary of consultation results (if included in the 
IA report) is very helpful. However, concerns were also raised about the narrow scope of IAs, and 
the fact that they often focus almost entirely on economic impacts. 

D) Conclusions 

The analysis of three Polish IA examples suggests that the implementation of IA in Poland is 
unequal as regards the depth and scope of the analysis and the compliance with the guidance. 
While one example was very thorough and clearly useful in terms of improving the proposal and 
supporting decision making, the other two were much less so. In any case, it became clear that 
Polish IAs are in practice very much focused on the assessment of economic and budgetary 
impacts; social impacts are perceived as secondary, although several interviewees felt that finding 
ways of better taking into account the social dimension would be important as the system 
continues to mature. 

 

4.4.8 United Kingdom 

Eight IAs from the UK were reviewed. This included the following five integrated IAs: 
• IA of The Child Poverty Bill (2009) 
• IA of the Child Support Collection and Enforcement (Deduction Orders) Amendment 

Regulations (2009) 
• IA of the Welfare Reform Bill (2009) 
• IA of the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning (ASCL) Bill (2009) 
• IA of the Climate Change Act (2008) 

Furthermore, the following three equality IAs were examined: 
• Equality IA of the Cancer Reform Strategy (2007) 
• Equality IA of the Play Strategy – delivering the Children’s Plan Vision (2008) 
• Equality IA of “A Better Deal for Consumers: Delivering Real Help Now and Change for the 

Future” (2009) 

A) The IA process and culture 

Most of the integrated IAs were produced by mixed teams of policy officials (those who were also 
responsible for developing the policy) and economists / analysts. The distribution of roles between 
these two groups varied somewhat, with the policy officials playing the lead role in most cases. 
However, there was also one case of an IA that was written entirely by economists. For some of 
the larger proposals / IAs, several teams were working in parallel on different sections of the IAs 
(assessing different measures within them), with usually one official co-ordinating the process and 
trying to ensure consistency. A significant amount of support and guidance is usually provided by 
the relevant department’s Better Regulation unit, which tends to play the role of a ‘critical friend’. 
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The chief economist’s departments reportedly take their quality assurance role quite seriously, 
and often get back to the IA producers with questions before they sign off on IAs.  

In terms of timing, it became clear that the final IA reports are usually written in parallel with the 
last stages of the policy development process (typically spanning a few months). However, this is 
not to be taken to mean that the IA process starts late. In fact, in nearly all cases, the final IAs 
build on earlier versions, normally drafted for the White Paper / consultation stage, and including 
more information on different options, but a less detailed assessment of the likely impacts. Thus, 
for most of the cases that were examined, it appears clear that the IA process started sufficiently 
early to potentially add value to the proposal development. 

Generally, all interviewed producers agreed that IA is a useful tool, and there seems to be 
widespread buy-in. The main benefit as perceived by producers is that IA enhances transparency, 
forces one to consider the evidence and document the decisions and assumptions made 
throughout the policy process, and thus can be very useful to explain and, where necessary, 
defend one’s proposal vis-à-vis colleagues, superiors, MPs and stakeholders. An interesting 
illustration of this is provided by the case of one of the IAs that were examined, where the drafting 
officials had no previous experience with IA, initially perceived it as merely another administrative 
burden, and started the IA process very late. However, after having gone through the process, 
they realised that with an earlier start, the IA could have been very helpful, and reported that in 
subsequent exercises they were able to use the tool to a much better effect. 

In spite of this general support, the question of whether IAs actually have an influence on the 
proposals they accompany (i.e. lead to “Better Regulation”) is difficult to answer. The majority of 
the interviewed producers did not think that their respective proposals would have been any 
different without the IA, although a few acknowledged that certain minor details may have been 
included or changed in response to evidence that became available through the IA. Nonetheless, 
it was widely felt that, because of the nature of policy-making in the UK, the issues covered in the 
IA would have been considered anyway, even if no formal IA existed. According to most 
producers, the value of IA usually lies less in that the proposals they accompany are changed 
because of them, but that they force departments to document and publish considerations and 
evidence they would have used anyway, and thus allow them to be used to explain and defend 
the underlying assumptions and decisions. 

The main challenges to effective IA according to the interviewed producers relate to access to 
relevant data and methods, and finding the appropriate level of depth and detail, especially since 
the nature and scope of proposals is so varied. For example, the IA on the Child Poverty Strategy 
was challenging because it needed to try to estimate the costs and benefits of reducing child 
poverty while the concrete measures to achieve this had not yet been decided on. At the other 
extreme, the IA on the Child Support Collection and Enforcement (Deduction Orders) Amendment 
Regulations (2009) concerned secondary legislation that only implemented a policy that had been 
decided earlier on, and thus did not have to re-examine the larger policy goals, but could limit itself 
to trying to identify the most cost-effective way of implementation. The sheer scale of some IAs 
can also be a problem, especially in the case of proposals that contain a variety of measures 
whose impact needs to be assessed separately (such as the Welfare Reform Bill and the ASCL 
Bill); in these cases consistency can also be an issue. 

Most of what was outlined previously also applies to equality IA. It should be noted that, in addition 
to the three equality IAs that were examined as separate examples, four of the five integrated IAs 
also included equality IAs, usually as an annex to the main IA report. For obvious reasons, policy 
officials tend to take the lead in producing equality IAs, and the contribution of economists tends to 
be less important. Equality IAs vary significantly in their length and level of detail; in the case of 
the Welfare Reform Bill, the equality IA was as long as the rest of the integrated IA (75 pages), 
and an external consultant was even hired to ensure that all legal obligations were fulfilled and all 
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equality strands duly covered. It does appear, however, that most of the interviewed producers 
viewed equality IA more as a legal obligation that had to be complied with, and less as a process 
that adds genuine value. 

The situation is somewhat different for the equality IAs that are produced as stand-alone 
documents. This is the case of “strategy” type documents (as opposed to concrete legislative 
proposals) for which no obligation to produce an IA exists. In two cases in particular (the Cancer 
Reform Strategy and the Play Strategy), an equality IA was undertaken based on the recognition 
that significant equality implications existed, and therefore equality concerns were taken into 
account from the earliest stages of the policy development, partly through the equality IA. In these 
cases, where the equality IA was perceived and used as an important tool to frame and address 
these concerns, it was found very useful. 

B) The assessment of social impacts 

In the interviews with the respective producers of the integrated IAs being examined, it became 
clear that in three out of the five cases, social impacts were perceived as having relatively little 
importance. The focus in these IAs was clearly on the monetised costs and benefits of the 
respective proposals, and the producers concentrated their efforts on this, which was said to be in 
line with the purpose of IA and the relevant guidance documents. In two of these cases (Child 
Poverty, Child Support Collection and Enforcement), “wider social benefits” (such as improved 
educational outcomes and child welfare gains) are briefly mentioned, but not analysed in any 
amount of detail or backed up by evidence. The IA on the Climate Change Act considers 
distributive effects (which depending on the group in question can be seen as social costs or 
benefits), but its main focus is on the impacts on the economy. The producers of these three IAs 
felt that, given the nature of the proposals and the evidence that was available, any more in depth 
consideration of social impacts would have added little value. Several pointed to equality IAs as 
the most appropriate place to discuss social impacts qualitatively. 

In the case of the final two integrated IAs (Welfare Reform Bill, ASCL Bill), social impacts 
reportedly played an important role during the IA process, and in principle were given similar 
weight as economic impacts. However, producers also emphasised that there is a certain inherent 
tension in the UK IA system, where on the one hand, it is recognised that not all types of impacts 
can be quantified or monetised, and the system allows for this, but on the other hand, there is a 
strong preference for quantifying costs and benefits, and “evidence” is often interpreted as 
referring exclusively to numbers and monetary amounts. 

As a result, the IAs in question quantified the likely social benefits of their respective proposals 
where possible, but this was restricted to direct impacts in areas that the respective departments 
are used to dealing with in a quantitative way. Thus, the Department for Children, Schools and 
Families has developed methods for estimating the extra income that stems from additional 
educational qualifications, and used these to assess the likely benefits for the target populations of 
specific measures in the ASCL Bill. Similarly, the Department for Work and Pensions estimated 
the number of individuals that would find employment as a result of specific provisions in the 
Welfare Reform Bill, and the resulting economic gains for them. 

However, the wider social benefits of the measures (such as impacts on poverty reduction, social 
inclusion, participation, health, crime) are normally only stated in a discursive way, without 
attempting to assess their magnitude or scope. The same is true for a number of direct benefits, 
especially in the case of the ASCL Bill; the ultimate aim of the Bill is to enhance skills and 
education (a social benefit), but it often frames the benefits of the different concrete measures 
contained in the Bill in terms of intermediate impacts (such as teacher safety and satisfaction, or 
cost savings for schools) that might not be construed as social impacts, but are ultimately 
intended to contribute to the overarching (social) goal. 
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It was controversially discussed in several interviews what the “appropriate” level of qualitative 
assessment of social impacts should be. Most interviewees agreed that social impacts need to be 
considered even if they cannot be estimated in monetary terms. However, there were no clear cut 
answers to the question of what form such a qualitative “assessment” should take; it was noted 
that a mere mention does not necessarily qualify as an assessment, but at the same time, most 
interviewees felt that long discursive descriptions of why certain impacts appeared likely would not 
add much value, and might even detract from the usefulness of IAs. 

This question is also very relevant for equality IAs, which do not normally feature any monetised 
cost-benefit analysis, but should ideally use existing data (including statistical evidence) to 
consider existing as well as potential new inequalities, and how these could be avoided or 
reduced. One of the main differences with integrated IA is that equality IA should not only try to 
predict the likely impacts of a given proposal, but should proactively explore ways in which the 
policy can be designed so as to maximise its positive impact on equality. In cases where this is 
done systematically and early enough to still be able to make a difference, this can be very useful. 
A clear example of best practice in this sense is the equality IA on the Cancer Reform Strategy 
(see box in section 4.3.1). This was actually drafted before the proposal it accompanied; high-level 
political support, stakeholder input and its extensive use, and the fact that one policy officer was 
assigned to work exclusively on the equality IA for several months, all led to a very thorough 
equality IA that had a significant effect on the eventual content of the Strategy. 

It should be noted, however, that this level of effort and influence seems rather unusual for an 
equality IA, and most of the other examples were significantly shorter and less influential. Broadly 
speaking, one could conclude that equality IA is most useful where there is already a strong 
conviction that the equality dimension of a given proposal is significant; where this is not the case, 
some equality IAs run the risk of turning into little more than tick-box exercises. 

As regards the equality strands that are covered, gender, disability and race are statutory 
requirements and always have to be assessed. In addition to these three strands, some of the 
equality IAs go further and also consider factors such as age, religion, sexual orientation, or (in 
one case only) socio-economic deprivation. Some equality IAs also contain very brief sections on 
rural proofing (assessing whether any specific impacts on rural areas need to be considered) and 
human rights IA (assessing whether any parts of the European Convention of Human Rights are 
violated). 

C) Stakeholder consultation and use of IA for polit ical decision making 

All but one of the integrated IAs were subject to some form of public consultation (in some cases 
several consultation exercises on different parts of the proposal), usually at the White Paper 
stage. The only exception was the IA on Child Support Collection and Enforcement, which is a 
piece of secondary legislation (consultation was organised for the corresponding primary 
legislation). Almost all of the IA reports make reference to the consultation, and the results are 
used as part of the evidence base in several (albeit often in a rather limited way). Most 
interviewees were not fully familiar with the consultation processes, but those that were agreed 
that consultation (and in a wider sense, the fact that IAs are made public) is an important element 
of quality control and transparency. It forces departments to produce early versions of their IAs, 
and sometimes provides important feedback and input from interested stakeholders. 

As regards the use of IA for political decision making, the interviews conducted with producers 
suggest that IAs are systematically reviewed by the responsible ministers in the Government 
departments, who quite frequently show an interest and ask questions. One minister who was 
interviewed confirmed this, and noted that he uses IAs primarily as a quick overview of the 
proposal’s likely consequences, as well as to reassure him that those drafting it have thought 
about the various questions the IA is meant to answer. 
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Regarding the use by members of Parliament, the picture that emerges is somewhat uneven. One 
of the IAs (Child Support Collection and Enforcement) was specifically praised as very useful by 
one of the members of the Commons Committee. However, most MP interviewees reported that 
IAs are taken note of and used to a variable, but mostly limited extent. Parliamentary researchers 
often read and use IAs as part of the basis for their briefing notes for MPs, and many MPs 
themselves reportedly read (parts of) IAs. However, in the cases that were examined, the IAs 
were only very rarely referred to in Committee debates, and it was generally felt that their use in 
support of political decision making should not be overestimated. This was said to be partly a 
result of the British political system, where the ruling party has a sufficient majority to adopt 
legislation irrespectively of the debates in the Committees. 

Nonetheless, the interviewed MPs did see the usefulness of IAs as a source of additional 
information on the proposals. The standard format (including the two summary sheets) was 
appreciated, and the main value of IAs was generally to do with the estimates of costs and 
benefits. Long discursive IAs were said to be of much less value, and none of the MPs that were 
interviewed felt that social impacts should necessarily be seen as a specific priority in IA. In a 
similar vein, equality IAs seem to be read and used very little by MPs, one of whom expressed 
reservations about their justification. 

D) Conclusions 

The analysis of UK IA examples confirmed that the IA system in the UK seems to be firmly 
entrenched in the culture of government departments, and most civil servants accept it as a useful 
tool that helps them to document key decisions and assumptions and thus helps them to explain 
and defend their proposals. However, most IAs focus primarily on quantified costs and benefits, 
and this often excludes wider social costs or benefits. While it would certainly not be fair to say 
that social impacts are systematically neglected, the level of actual analysis is mostly rather low, 
and it is often unclear what an appropriate and sufficient level of quantitative or qualitative 
“assessment” should be. Some equality IAs are good examples of how a thorough evidence-
based qualitative assessment can be undertaken, but this tends to be limited to high-profile cases 
with far-reaching equality implications. Where this is not the case and equality IA is produced 
merely to fulfil a legal obligation, its added value is often limited. 

In terms of use, ministers and MPs are generally aware of the IA tool, and it seems clear that IA 
reports are taken note of (relatively frequently) and referred to in debates (less frequently). 
However, their use of IAs in support of political decision making should not be overestimated, and 
other (political) factors usually play a much greater role. Interest in social IA among many of the 
interviewed (potential) users was quite limited; this also applies to equality IA. 
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5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Very broadly speaking, this study has shown that social IA is still in its infancy in most European 
IA systems. While most of the IA systems that were examined do (in theory at least) consider the 
social dimension in order to arrive at an integrated, balanced assessment of all likely impacts of 
new policies, in practice the assessment of social impacts is often less well developed than the 
assessment of economic or financial impacts, and sometimes even entirely missing. Examples of 
IAs that contain an in-depth analysis of social impacts are few and far between; where they do 
exist, they are most often conducted on policies with a specific social rationale.  

This is not to say that social impacts are systematically and intentionally neglected in the IA 
systems that were examined. Rather, it is primarily a consequence of one or more (depending on 
the IA system in question) of the following key factors: 

• The IA tool is notoriously difficult to reconcile and effectively integrate with previously 
existing policy development processes. Many of the IA systems examined are in a 
relatively early stage of their development; to a greater or lesser extent, they all suffer 
from systemic flaws and shortcomings (not least among them time and resource 
constraints and the fact that political pressure limits the room for evidence based policy 
making) that can impede a thorough and detailed assessment of all likely impacts. 

• Social impacts can be particularly difficult to assess. The term of “social impacts” includes 
a very diverse set of fundamentally different impact categories that can be difficult to fully 
grasp, identify and analyse for a non-specialist. Furthermore, most social impacts do not 
lend themselves well to quantification or monetisation. 

• Some IA systems do place the main emphasis on economic impacts (either explicitly or 
implicitly). While none of the IA systems examined categorically excludes social impacts 
from the analysis, there are those that dedicate a considerably larger amount of effort to 
analysing aspects such as business impacts (incl. administrative burdens) or impacts on 
public budgets.  

Nonetheless, this study has found that effective social IA is possible. There are pockets and/or 
isolated examples of good practice in all of the systems that were assessed. Because the 
circumstances (political, cultural, temporal, personal, etc.) of each system, IA tool and specific 
case vary so much, and how well rules or systems work usually depends greatly on the specific 
policy proposals in question and the mindset and qualifications of the individuals or departments 
preparing them, it is very difficult to draw general conclusions as to the effectiveness of social IA 
“systems” or “tools” as a whole. 

However, it has become evident from this study that there are a number of common challenges 
that apply, to a greater or smaller extent, to social IA across most jurisdictions and circumstances. 
Any Member State looking to set up an effective system for social IA, or to improve their current 
systems, will have to be aware of and address these challenges (although the preferred 
responses will inevitably vary depending on the priorities, capacities and constraints of each 
Member State).  

 

5.1 Common challenges for social IA in the EU Member States 

This section outlines the ten main common challenges to social IA that have emerged from this 
study, and discusses why they should be addressed in order to facilitate effective social IA 
systems and practice. Some of these challenges are not specific to social IA only, but are 
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common to all dimensions of integrated IA. Section 5.2 expands on the key issues that are 
specific to the social dimension in IA, and illustrates some of the possible approaches to tackling 
these challenges, and the trade-offs that they imply. 

5.1.1 Acceptance of IA and buy-in 

An indispensable prerequisite to effective IA (including social IA) is the existence of a general 
policy making culture among both policy officers and managers that does not only see IA as an 
additional administrative burden, but accepts it as a tool and a process that adds value to policy 
making. If this is lacking, IA can easily turn into a mere tick-box exercise. When this happens, the 
analysis of social impacts is often one of the first victims (as producers focus only on those 
elements that are strictly defined and required). 

Such an “IA culture” takes time to evolve, and it is influenced by a number of factors including the 
political and administrative system and culture, and the tradition (or lack thereof) of policy analysis 
and evidence-based policy-making. In some countries, such as the UK, the environment is clearly 
more favourable for IA, and this study has confirmed that this tends to translate into a higher 
acceptance, and consequently a more effective use, of IA tools and processes. 

In countries and regions where IA is not yet as firmly integrated in the policy-making culture, a 
conscious effort is required to convince civil servants and politicians of its usefulness. It is also 
important to give IA a chance to gain a foothold in public administrations by not introducing overly 
complex and burdensome IA systems in environments that are not ready for them. This includes 
complex social IA mechanisms and tools: it can be more effective to be less ambitious initially, 
and gradually expand the IA toolkit once officials have become used to it. 

5.1.2 IA process and timing 

Leading on from the point above, the usefulness of IA is reduced significantly if it is understood 
only as another document that accompanies policy or legislative proposals. Such IA reports may 
help to enhance transparency, but they are very unlikely to have any influence on the proposals 
(in the sense of helping to choose the most favourable option, maximising positive impacts and 
minimising costs and unintended consequences). For IA to play this role, it needs to be 
understood as a process that runs alongside and informs the entire policy development process. 

One of the main challenges in this respect is the timing of that process. To be fully effective, IA 
needs to start early enough in the process to be able to affect the policy proposal it accompanies 
(rather than only justify it ex post). This is especially true for social impacts: unless any potentially 
adverse social effects are identified sufficiently early for the drafting officials to attempt to mitigate 
them by adapting the proposal, there is a high risk that they will be ignored or suppressed at a 
later stage. This study has examined several examples where the IA was produced very late and 
only to comply with the formal requirement, but it has also examined numerous IAs from across 
many IA systems that began early enough to help to explore options, frame the policy, gather 
input from various relevant actors, and (in some cases) improve the proposal that was eventually 
tabled. In terms of a system design that facilitates and encourages the use of IA as an iterative 
process, it is worth highlighting the UK. The fact that an early version of the IA has to be published 
for consultation means a late start is usually not an option. Furthermore, it means that early IAs 
tend to consider different options and their likely impacts in an exploratory way, and allows the 
final IA to only focus on the preferred option, and undertake an in-depth assessment of its costs 
and benefits. 
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With regard to the IA process, it should be noted that the different political and administrative 
environments in Europe represent specific challenges and opportunities for IA, and in some cases 
have lead to variations from the Anglo-Saxon ‘prototype’ in the way IA is implemented. For 
example, some countries (such as the Netherlands and many Nordic countries) run a more de-
centralised IA system, where IA is used flexibly by the ministries as they prepare legislation, but 
the results of IA are not necessarily made public or widely disseminated. In other systems, such 
as Poland or the Czech Republic, stakeholder consultation is primarily carried out through 
committees (rather than through open public consultations). Furthermore, there can be differences 
between single-party and coalition governments, with the latter posing a particular challenge to 
effective IA (since important decisions are often subject to negotiation among coalition partners, 
reducing the potential influence of IA). 

Such factors are important to keep in mind when designing a realistic IA system; some 
adaptations of ‘standard’ IA rules and processes may be required, but such deviations do tend to 
come with their respective risks. The transparency and openness of the IA process in particular 
can be a key factor for effective IA; although different IA systems take different approaches to the 
publicity of the results, there are indications that whether or not IAs are publicly accessible can 
make a big difference to how seriously they are taken. 

5.1.3 Commitment to consider social impacts 

This study has confirmed that the primary focus of the majority of integrated IA systems continues 
to be on the economic impacts. While there are some systems where social impacts are not 
included within the scope of IA to begin with, the de facto focus on the economic dimension also 
applies to many systems that in principle attach equal importance to all three pillars of sustainable 
development (economic, environmental and social). The challenge therefore is for MS to 1) decide 
(or, where applicable, revisit) whether social impacts should be embedded within their respective 
IA systems, and (if the answer to 1 is yes) 2) ensure that this commitment is clearly communicated 
and enforced in practice. 

In the context of integrated IA, it is interesting to note that there are several examples of IA 
systems that start out by focusing on economic impacts, but eventually move towards an 
integrated assessment (sometimes by merging previously fragmented IA tools). However, the fact 
that the IA guidance documents place similar weight on the different “pillars” often does not filter 
through to the reality. To some extent, this might be due to integrated guidance (such as that 
recently adopted in Finland, which emphasises social impacts) having come into force only 
recently. However, it also seems that merely emphasising the importance of the social dimension 
in the written guidance is not enough. In order for social impacts to be assessed seriously, IA 
producers need to be under the impression that this coincides with the expectations of potential IA 
users, and will be enforced systematically. 

Specific impact tests such as equality IA or poverty IA can be a useful way of assessing certain 
types of social impacts. However, this study suggests that such tests are more suited to facilitating 
an analysis of certain impacts than to ensuring they are consistently mainstreamed into policy-
making. In other words, such tests represent an opportunity to explore specific social impacts in 
more depth for proposals for which this is deemed relevant, but they are usually not mandatory 
and therefore implementation does not tend to very widespread. There is a recent trend to 
increasingly link such tests with integrated IA in an attempt to achieve greater consistency and 
more equal coverage, but the results of this study (in particular the examination of a number of 
examples) suggest that the level of effort and methodological rigour invested in such tests often 
drops if they are carried out purely to comply with a legal obligation.  
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5.1.4 Definition of social impacts 

Another key challenge to effective social IA is the fact that the term “social impact” is potentially so 
broad that it tends to mean very little to most non-specialists. Unlike the category of environmental 
impacts, which immediately evokes certain images, social impacts can be quite baffling for some. 
The category as it is generally understood includes a mix of quite different types of impacts. Some 
of these are clearly different from the other main impact categories (e.g. health impacts, impacts 
on fundamental rights, safety and security, etc.), but the category of social impacts can also 
include impacts that can be perceived as economic or even environmental, if and when they apply 
to specific segments of society (especially disadvantaged or vulnerable groups). Furthermore, 
some social impact categories, such as on social inclusion, are not widely understood by civil 
servants who work in other policy areas.  

The integrated IA guidance document in the various systems that were examined in depth take 
quite different approaches to the issue of what constitutes a social impact that should be 
considered varies. None of them actually provide a clear definition of social impacts. As to 
different types of social impacts, at one extreme, the Finnish IA guidelines provide a 
comprehensive list and explanation of all potentially relevant impact types, as well as a checklist 
with concrete sub-questions under each of the seven headings. At the other extreme, some 
countries simply state that social impacts should be assessed, but provide no further guidance as 
to what and how. 

The study did not find a direct correlation between the level of guidance and the diversity of social 
impacts that were assessed under the different systems, so it is not possible to determine what 
the optimal level of detail is. However, it does seem clear that some orientation is helpful to guide 
IA producers towards considering relevant social impacts, whereas overly complex or lengthy lists 
or descriptions risk being ignored in practice. In the absence of useful and realistic basic 
guidance, the risk is that the assessment of social impacts is undertaken (if it is undertaken at all) 
more with the specific objectives of the proposal in mind, and limited to the direct and easy to 
identify social benefits. However, social costs of proposals are less frequently identified, and it is 
here that guidance is especially useful to help IA producers think through any unintended 
consequences on certain groups of society that proposals may have. 

5.1.5 The proportionate level of analysis 

Leading on from the challenge of defining / categorising potential social impact types, the question 
then becomes which impacts should be analysed in each case, and in what level of detail? This is 
a crucial area: if the choice is left entirely to the discretion of the drafting officials, there is a risk 
that significant impacts may be neglected. However, if the consideration of certain impacts is 
mandatory, the assessment can easily turn into a tick-box exercise. In any case, it is a generally 
accepted principle in IA that the depth and scope of the assessment should be proportionate to 
the significance of the likely impacts, so that scarce resources are not wasted on analysing 
irrelevant impacts. 

Defining the proportionate level of analysis ex ante is very difficult, given all the different factors 
that may come into play (including the type and content of the proposal, point in the policy 
process, significance thresholds for different impacts, etc.). Several IA systems therefore follow 
what is essentially a two-step approach, consisting of a series of screening questions about 
different types of social impacts which civil servants should work through. If a significant impact in 
a certain area appears likely, a more detailed assessment (sometimes in the form of a specific 
impact test) should be undertaken. Such tools can be useful to provide orientation and get officials 
to think systematically about potential social impacts, but their effectiveness depends on several 
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factors, primarily whether the procedure and prescribed format appears relevant to the specific 
case in question and is not excessively burdensome. This varies to some extent in all of the 
systems, depending on the concrete case in question. Generally speaking, if the framework is 
mandatory and very rigid, there is a risk of merely formal compliance without significant added 
value. 

5.1.6 Analytical methods, tools and data sources 

One of the challenges mentioned most frequently by IA producers across nearly all countries and 
regions is the lack of appropriate tools, models and/or data sources to assess social impacts 
quantitatively. Cost-benefit analysis (i.e. an estimation of the likely costs and benefits of proposals 
expressed in monetary terms) is a core feature of most integrated IA systems, but social impacts 
can be very hard to reconcile with this analytical model because they are often difficult to 
monetise. The main exception to this are impacts on employment and impacts on household 
income levels, which can be quantified via more or less sophisticated models.  

Therefore, most social IA remains purely qualitative. This in itself must not be a major problem, 
given that most systems acknowledge that quantitative analysis has its limitations, and encourage 
IA producers to also specify impacts that cannot be monetised. But in spite of this, there is a fairly 
widespread feeling among IA producers and users that quantitative analysis is necessarily more 
robust, and qualitative elements largely subjective. Sometimes producers admitted to not taking 
into account social impacts that could not be quantified because this would not have fit with the 
overall analytical approach taken by the IA. 

A related challenge is that when a qualitative “analysis” of social impacts is carried out, the 
examples examined for this study suggest that this most often takes the form of a simple mention 
that a certain impact (e.g. improved health or reduction of inequality) will occur. Depending on the 
significance of the respective impacts, this can be entirely appropriate (see the principle of 
proportionate analysis above). However, if and when impacts are likely to be significant, even a 
qualitative assessment should be based on evidence, including a thorough analysis of the 
baseline situation and the likelihood and scope of the impact, drawing on relevant information 
(which can include existing studies on the effects of similar policies or stakeholder consultation 
results). A few of the IAs examined for this study provide a blueprint for how this can be done. 
Thus, there is room for improvement concerning both quantitative and qualitative methods for 
social IA, as well as the related data sources such methods could draw on. Ideally, an explicit 
strategy should be developed to identify and address specific data gaps for social IAs. 

5.1.7 Capacity and expertise  

As noted previously, high quality social IA requires officials to have a solid understanding not only 
of how the IA process works, but also of what different types of social impacts might be applicable, 
and how these can be identified and (where relevant) analysed. A lack of capacity and expertise 
among officials who do not regularly deal with social policy is a frequently cited barrier to more 
effective social IA. While high quality guidance documents are undoubtedly important, this study 
has shown that this barrier cannot be overcome solely with detailed written material. Most civil 
servants use the IA guidelines to obtain an initial overview of the process, but they do not 
necessarily work through the documents in a systematic way. The often large gap between the 
rules in the written guidance and the actual practice of (social) IA corroborates this finding. 

Therefore, written guidelines should ideally be complemented by other methods. Training is one 
way of achieving this, but the numbers of civil servants that require IA training is high, and very 
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significant time and resources would have to be invested to train them all. Also, training on 
integrated IA normally has to cover a broad range of approaches, cases and eventualities, 
meaning that the amount of attention that can be paid to assessing specific types of social impacts 
will always be limited. 

It therefore seems indispensable to make available ad hoc support and guidance to officials who 
have to produce IAs if and when required. The findings from this study suggest that this is best 
delivered from within ministries, as is the case of the Better Regulation Units (for integrated IA) 
and Diversity and Equality Units (for equality IA) in individual UK government departments, or of 
the IA support functions in European Commission DGs. Such units or functions can best play the 
role of a ‘critical friend’ that provides assistance in a constructive way and, where necessary, 
points officials to relevant sources of information or expertise. However, for this to be effective for 
social IA, there needs to be a consistent understanding among all ministries that social impacts 
are an important part of IA, and that IA reports will be scrutinised accordingly (see also section 
5.1.3 above and section 5.1.10 below). 

5.1.8 Stakeholder consultation  

Input from stakeholders and interested parties is conducive to high quality IA for at least two main 
reasons: stakeholder input can be an important source of data and information for the assessment 
of impacts; and the scrutiny and challenge by stakeholders constitutes an additional quality control 
mechanism. In the IA systems where stakeholders are extensively involved, their scrutiny tends to 
be one of the key drivers for the quality, comprehensiveness and balance of IAs. The role of 
stakeholders is particularly crucial as concerns social impacts, since (in the absence of 
quantitative data or models) their input can be key evidence for the qualitative assessment. The 
experience and expertise present in civil society concerning societal issues and problems is 
invaluable to ensure relevant social impacts are identified and assessed adequately. 

The examination of a number of examples showed that some form of consultation (public or 
targeted) was undertaken for the vast majority of IAs. Depending on the prevalent political and 
administrative culture, this can take different forms, ranging from formal public consultations in the 
Anglo-Saxon countries, to the frequent use of existing committees or other fora or bodies to gather 
stakeholder input (e.g. in Poland or Finland). Nearly all stakeholders who were interviewed for this 
study showed a keen interest in social IA, but emphasised that consultation is only really useful if 
the results are actually taken into account when finalising the IA and the proposal it accompanies. 
Several concerns with consultation methods were also raised, including inappropriate timing, 
channels and targeting. 

Perhaps even more fundamentally, it is important to emphasise that – although consultation 
generally forms part of the policy-making process (and therefore also the IA process) in most 
cases – seen across Europe, the publication of draft IA reports for consultation is the exception 
rather than the norm. In most jurisdictions, consultation results may feed into and inform the final 
IA report, but stakeholders are not actually able to view or comment on the results of the early 
stages of IA. Such early publication of draft IAs (which is mandatory in the UK) helps to ensure a 
sufficiently early start of the IA process (see also section 5.1.2 above), and means that 
stakeholder input can still have an influence on fundamental decisions such as the choice of 
options or the types of impacts that should be taken into account. 

5.1.9 IA as an aid to political decision-making 

One of the main objectives of most IA systems (in addition to leading to better, more balanced and 
less costly policy proposals to come out of government departments) is to inform the political 
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decision-making process, mainly in the legislative branch of governments. In general terms, the 
interviewed users of IA (i.e. high-ranking government officials, MPs and their research staff) 
tended to agree with the usefulness of IA in principle, but also emphasised that their actual use as 
an aide to political decision making should not be over-estimated. According to many 
interviewees, IAs are primarily useful as an additional source of background information on what 
the government’s thinking behind a proposal is, and to give an indication of likely costs and 
benefits. However, there was also widespread agreement that other factors, such as evidence 
provided by relevant stakeholders, tend to be at least as important as IAs as a source background 
information. 

From the examination of a selection of examples of social IAs, it is clear that the extent to which 
IAs are taken into account by political decision makers varies significantly. Although there are 
some trends between countries and regions, the actual use made of IAs seems to depend 
primarily on the specific IA and proposal in question. Some of the examples that were found to be 
most useful by the interviewees were precisely the ones that presented a solid evidence base and 
were still relatively succinct. Very long IAs, or IAs that were perceived as highly subjective, were 
found much less useful. 

In terms of the specific social dimension of IA, the views of users varied considerably, partly based 
on their own areas of expertise and political affiliation. Many interviewed senior government 
officials and MPs were in favour of a stronger consideration of social impacts, and shared the view 
that this is currently a weakness of many IAs. However, not all potential users viewed the social 
dimension as a key element of IA, and some interviewees saw a risk that if IAs consider in detail 
elements that do not lend themselves to monetisation (including wider social impacts), they might 
become too discursive, broad and lose much of their focus and value. This point links in with the 
challenges outlined in section 5.1.6 above; while there are concerns about subjectivity, there is 
also clearly a (potential) demand for methodologically robust social IA. 

5.1.10 Quality control and system oversight 

The way in which IA system oversight and quality control is provided varies from system to 
system. Often there are several layers of quality control, including both internal (within the 
ministries or departments that produce the IAs) and external elements (in other ministries or 
departments, and in some cases via scrutiny by stakeholders, MPs, and the public at large). 
However, effective and comprehensive external quality control is a challenge given both resource 
constraints (a systematic check of all IAs is often not possible) and political considerations 
(ministries are often reluctant to impose additional duties upon each other). As a result, in many IA 
systems the central unit or function’s role is largely limited to co-ordination and the development of 
guidance, rather than actual quality assurance of individual IAs.  

The available evidence suggests that, given these realities, internal quality control may be the 
more promising and realistic option, at least in the short to medium term. One mechanism that is 
quite effective is the sign-off by both the chief economist (who is normally supported by a team of 
analysts) and the responsible minister that has recently been introduced in the UK. Coupled with 
the external scrutiny, this provides a strong incentive for producers to ensure that their IAs are 
thorough and comprehensive. The cases reviewed suggest that mostly, both ministers and chief 
economists do take their role quite seriously, and often ask for additional information or 
clarification, and sometimes even comment on draft IAs in the earlier stages. 

Concerning the social dimension, this is not normally represented strongly in central oversight 
functions (except for bodies that oversee the application of specific social impact tests). It may be 
worth considering how the expertise of ministries dealing with social affairs can best be leveraged 
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for quality control. An example of where this has happened can be found at the European 
Commission level, where a DG EMPL director provides social impact expertise in the IA Board. 

 

5.2 Solutions for effective social IA 

Many of the challenges outlined in the previous section relate to factors that are broader than 
social IA, i.e. they have an effect on social IA because they concern IA in general. It is important to 
highlight these insofar as they need to be addressed in order to facilitate effective social IA. 
However, it is not the purpose of this study to reiterate what is considered to be good practice with 
regard to general IA processes, rules, timing etc.; other studies (such as the EU-commissioned 
EVIA project) as well as reports by organisations such as the OECD have already dedicated many 
pages to this. 

Instead, the remainder of this report focuses on the elements that are specific to social IA. This 
study has shown that even the systems that perform relatively well regarding the more general IA 
practices and processes (such as the UK) have not necessarily found adequate responses to 
some of the specific challenges of social IA, including how to facilitate a consistent understanding 
of social impacts, how to ensure they are seriously considered, and how to analyse them in depth. 
This section discusses these issues, presents potential solutions to the specific challenges in the 
social domain, and points out trade-offs between them. 

 

5.2.1 Understanding social impacts 

Key question: How can Member States ensure a common understanding of what constitutes a 
relevant social impact? 

As mentioned several times already in this report, one of the first obstacles to effective social IA is 
the lack of a consistent understanding among IA producers (as well as managers and users) of 
what constitutes a social impact, and of which types of social impacts should be considered as 
part of the IA process. None of the IA guidance documents that were examined provides a clear-
cut definition of social impacts, and some acknowledge explicitly that there are grey areas where 
the usual classification into economic, environmental and social impacts can be ambiguous. Some 
national and regional guidance documents try to address this challenge by providing lists of 
different types of social impacts that should be taken into account, while others rely entirely on IA 
producers to determine which impacts are relevant in a given case. 

It seems clear that some form of guidance is required to ensure a common understanding of 
social impacts. However, where lists of types of social impacts are provided, they tend to be rather 
lengthy and complex, and often include numerous sub-categories. This can make them somewhat 
unwieldy and not always ideally suited to providing civil servants with a clear understanding of 
what is expected of IA. An added difficulty is that some systems focus on different types of 
impacts in terms of the kind of effect they have on citizens (e.g. impacts on employment levels or 
public health), whereas others categorise social impacts mainly according to who will be affected 
(e.g. poverty impacts in Ireland, which concern potentially any kind of impacts on the groups who 
have been identified as being most vulnerable to poverty or social exclusion). Many systems 
actually mix the two categories, and list social impacts both in terms of who may be affected, and 
how they may be affected. This can create considerable overlap, and make understanding what is 
and is not included under each category even more difficult for non-specialists. 
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However, the detailed analysis of a number of guidance documents and their concrete application 
suggests that, hidden beneath the surface of the apparently numerous, often overlapping and/or 
ambiguous categories of social impacts listed or defined in the different sources, there is a 
relatively simple underlying reality. If one takes the working definition of social impacts used in this 
report as a starting point (“Social impacts are any impacts that affect individual citizens or groups 
of individuals”; for more details see section 1.2.2), and decides to ignore the question of who is 
affected for the time being, but focuses instead on how individuals may be affected by public 
policy interventions, it would appear that the vast majority of social impacts can be summarised 
under a relatively limited list of impact types, namely: 

1. Employment (including labour market standards and rights) 
2. Income 
3. Access to services (including education, social services, etc.) 
4. Respect for fundamental rights (including equality) 
5. Public health and safety 

While this list may not be exhaustive, it does cover a very large part of the impacts considered in 
the concrete examples of social IA that were examined for this study. Crucially, some social 
impact categories or assessment types that are not included in the list above are actually covered 
through the combination of the five parameters with specific population groups. Perhaps most 
importantly given the focus of this study, social inclusion is normally understood as the result of a 
combination of most or all of the factors listed above, when applied to those groups that are at risk 
of social exclusion. Therefore, and in view of the difficulties (both conceptual and practical) that 
come with attempts to define more comprehensive lists of social impact types, the limited number 
of broad categories described above provides a useful basic reference framework that covers the 
vast majority of social IA work across the systems that were examined, and avoids any major 
areas of overlap or duplication. 

It is therefore recommended that Member States examine their respective IA systems (be they 
integrated systems or specific impact tests) through the lens of these five broad categories of 
social impacts, including whether types of impacts that are apparently not covered can actually be 
understood as a combination of these categories, and/or as a result of applying them to specific 
target groups. This would provide a common framework for reference and comparison across 
Member States. This is not to say that all Member States should define social impacts in exactly 
the same way. It seems clear that Member States will want to conduct social IA in different ways 
to reflect their respective policy priorities and analytical approaches, and will therefore continue to 
apply different social impact categories. 

Nonetheless, use of the common framework should facilitate the identification of overlaps and 
gaps, and eventually lead to simpler and clearer guidance for social IA. This guidance should 
ideally address both the “how” and the “who”, but make the difference explicit. For example, 
guidance for poverty IA should not only outline which population groups are vulnerable and should 
be taken into account, but also how they might be affected (e.g. in terms of employment, access 
to services, health). Similarly, to the extent possible guidance documents should avoid listing 
impact categories at the same level if they are actually combinations of the same kind of impacts. 
For example, it seems less than ideal to define “employment” as a separate category, and place it 
next to other categories (such as social inclusion or regional development) that also include 
employment effects, as if this was an entirely different issue. 
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5.2.2 Embedding social impacts 

Key question: How can Member States ensure that relevant social impacts are considered and 
identified, particularly in the early stages of the IA process? 

The first step to embedding the social dimension in IA is to achieve and spread a clear and 
consistent understanding of what is meant by the term social impacts. The second step is to 
ensure that these impacts are actually considered seriously by those producing IAs. The key 
success factors to achieve this include the existence of a general IA culture, capacity and 
expertise, as well as appropriate mechanisms and tools to enable and encourage civil servants to 
take into account social impacts. This section focuses on this last element. 

Before discussing the merit and worth of different approaches that can be applied in the context of 
integrated IA and specific social impact tests, it is worth outlining a key consideration that applies 
to both types of systems and tools. This is that there is often a trade-off between (1) the full 
coverage and strict rules of the IA system and (2) the relevance and quality of individual IAs. In 
other words: 

• Where processes are obligatory, and the format and/or content of (parts of) IA reports is 
defined strictly, compliance is usually high. However, there is a risk that if the process is 
found to be of limited relevance to the concrete proposal in question or excessively 
burdensome, and/or the format too rigid, the IA can become a mere tick-box exercise that 
adds little real value, may create frustration and thereby reduce buy-in, and ultimately not 
do justice to the social issues or impacts that are really relevant. 

• If processes are voluntary and/or relatively loosely defined, or the format and/or content of 
IA reports is flexible, this can allow IA producers to focus on the relevant social issues or 
impacts and adapt the report structure accordingly. This study has shown that this can be 
conducive to high-quality social IA. However, such instances are relatively rare, and there 
is a clear tendency that such flexible IA tools are not applied consistently across the board, 
but only to cases where a significant social impact is obvious, and by those who already 
have a solid understanding of how to identify and assess such impacts. 

It is impossible to make general recommendations as to the ideal balance between strict rules and 
an element of flexibility, as this depends on a wide range of circumstances, and is ultimately a 
question of setting priorities as to what the IA is mainly intended to achieve. Nonetheless, the 
remainder of this section explores possible approaches to effectively embedding social impacts, 
either within integrated IA or through specific impact tests.  

A) Integrated IA 

This study has shown that even where the social dimension is explicitly required as per the 
integrated IA guidance, implementation of this requirement in practice can be a different story. In 
most (if not all) integrated IA systems, there is an inherent tendency to focus on economic / fiscal 
impacts - partly because of the perceived need to monetise impacts, partly because of the way 
priorities are (implicitly or explicitly) set. In view of this reality, Member States should clarify 
whether social IA should indeed form part of integrated IA, and how this fits and can be reconciled 
with the (perceived or real) need to conduct a cost-benefit analysis. 

If the answer to this key question is a clear “Yes” (i.e. that social impacts should always be 
considered as part of integrated IA), then this should be expressed clearly in order to counter the 
inherent trends mentioned above. This is a question of producing adequate written guidance, but 
also of clarifying the relevant concepts and methods (see above and below), emphasising the role 
of social IA in training, and exploring ways of having the social dimension represented in both IA 
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system oversight and in ad hoc assistance (e.g. through the creation of networks of experts that 
are able to provide clarification, support and guidance for specific elements of social IA). 
Furthermore, demand for social IA should be generated by ensuring that both high-ranking 
government officials (including ministers) and members of parliaments are aware that relevant 
social impacts form (or should form) part of all IAs, and possibly disseminating information on 
examples of good practice that show the added value of social IA. 

In addition to these more strategic factors, at a more practical level there should be some form of 
screening mechanism or tool to guide IA producers in the identification of relevant social impacts, 
and in deciding where a more in-depth assessment might be required. This brings us back to the 
trade-off mentioned previously. Screening frameworks usually consist of lists of questions that 
need to be answered “Yes”, “No”, or “To be determined”. Anything other than a “No” triggers the 
need for a more in-depth assessment. However, the effectiveness of such screening frameworks 
is sometimes doubtful. If the list of questions is very long, it casts serious doubts over civil 
servants’ ability to thoroughly consider every single impact on the list, and there are very likely to 
be instances where “No” is ticked for every single impact just to comply with the formal 
requirement and avoid further work. Publicity is another question – unless the results of the 
screening are made public, there is no evidence the questions were actually answered. However, 
the publication of (preliminary) IAs with large numbers of ticks showing that no significant impact is 
expected neither adds much value nor enhances trust in the IA process. 

Again, the solution lies in finding an appropriate balance, and offering IA producers a screening 
mechanism that is actually helpful, encourages them to give thought to a series of key impacts, 
but is not overly burdensome or formalistic. In view of the previous section about understanding 
social impacts, it would seem to make sense to use the limited number of broad categories of 
social impacts therein as the basic reference framework for the screening. These categories are 
easily understood by all, and the list covers the vast majority of possible impacts while still being 
short enough to allow serious consideration of each entry. A possible basic format for a screening 
tool is shown below. 

Is the proposal likely to have 
an impact on individuals’ or 
groups of individuals’ ... 

Positive 
impact 
likely? 

Negative 
impact 
likely? 

Affected group(s) 
Likely scale of 
impact 

Employment status or 
opportunities 

(Y/N) (Y/N)   

Disposable income     

Access to services39     

Respect for fundamental 
rights40 

    

Health and safety     

Other social impacts     

 

                                                      

39 “Access to services” refers primarily to citizens’ access to key public services, including services provided 
by the social protection, health and educational systems. 
40 The exact fundamental rights to be covered would depend on those granted by the constitution of each 
country. They would typically include freedom (of expression, association, movement etc.), equality or equal 
treatment, privacy, property, etc.  
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This basic table only contains the five impact categories mentioned previously, plus an open 
“other social impacts” category. By requiring producers to specify which group(s) would be 
affected, it takes into account both dimensions that are relevant to social IA (the “how” and the 
“who”), and thereby builds a potential link to other impact categories or assessment tools. For 
example, if the screening framework showed a negative impact in several categories for the lower 
socio-economic groups, social inclusion might have to be considered. If it shows that women or 
men are likely to be disproportionately affected, a gender IA might be required. 

The basic screening framework could be adapted to fit with national or regional concepts or 
priorities, but keeping in mind that if it is made too complex or rigid, it risks losing its value. As to 
whether the results of this screening should be made public, this depends on the situation and 
context in each jurisdiction. At the very least, it should be checked by superiors and the IA support 
function within the same ministry or department at an early stage in the process. 

B) Specific impact tests 

The study has also examined a number of so-called specific impact tests, namely equality IA (in 
the UK and Northern Ireland), poverty IA (in Ireland), child IA (in Flanders), and the income effects 
test (in the Netherlands).41 Out of these, only equality IA is mandatory, whereas the others are 
conducted on a voluntary basis only where relevant. The comparative analysis of a series of 
concrete examples has confirmed the potential of such specific impact tests, but it has also 
highlighted a number of problems and pitfalls. 

Clearly, specific impact tests have the potential to provide a frame for systematically analysing 
social impacts in the area(s) covered. However, the most successful examples tend to be those 
where it was very obvious that the type of impact in question was highly relevant for the proposal 
under consideration. In such cases, tools like equality IA, poverty IA or child IA offer civil servants 
and policy makers a useful vehicle to analyse in detail and present these impacts, and sometimes 
even to include mitigating measures for identified negative impacts in the proposal.  

Having said this, unless they are mandatory, such tests have shown to not be very effective in 
terms of ensuring consistent coverage and thereby mainstreaming the respective social policy 
concerns into policy making, as the number of voluntary assessments has remained quite low in 
all of the systems that were examined.42 Partly to address this, attempts have been made to de-
fragment the IA systems in several countries / regions, and to integrate specific tests into an 
integrated IA system. 

The only social impact test that was examined that is actually mandatory, and therefore carried 
out frequently, is equality IA. This means that equality in relation to the strands or population 
groups to which it applies (broader in Northern Ireland than in the UK) has to be assessed and 
presented in a separate report (which is often annexed to the main IA report) for all proposals. 
This does guarantee almost universal coverage, and often produces interesting results (especially 
in cases where the equality implications are significant), but it also raises questions of 
proportionality, as some equality IAs are perceived as a pure administrative burden. In this 

                                                      

41 Other potentially relevant social tests that were identified, but could not be examined in detail for various 
reasons, include gender IA (in Denmark and the Netherlands), health IA (in Ireland and the UK), human 
rights IA and rural proofing (both in the UK). 
42 It should be noted that the number of income effects tests performed in the Netherlands has been 
constantly rising over the last few years. However, the income effects test is of a different nature from the 
other tools discussed here: it is a purely quantitative analysis of the likely income effects of measures, but 
does not include other aspects that typically form part of IA, such as the definition of the policy problem or 
the identification of options. 
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context, the relative flexibility of the UK equality IA system seems to be an asset: because there is 
no centrally pre-defined format for equality IA, departments can adapt the content to their specific 
needs, i.e. concentrate on the aspects that are most relevant to the proposal in question. 

This links in, once again, with the trade-offs discussed previously. The structure and format for 
child IA in Flanders and for poverty IA in Ireland is very strictly defined; however, interestingly, by 
far the most thorough and informative of the poverty IAs that were examined ignored this structure 
and focused instead on the elements and impacts that were considered to be most important. 
More generally, voluntary specific impact tests cannot achieve consistent coverage, and they are 
typically only useful where there is political will and a conviction among the producers that it is 
relevant; this has to be coupled with sufficient time and resources to conduct an assessment in 
sufficient depth.  

 

5.2.3 Analysing social impacts 

Key question: What approaches, methods, tools and data sources should be used to assess 
relevant social impacts? 

Moving on from the question of how to make sure relevant social impacts are considered, the last 
issue to be discussed is how an in-depth assessment can be carried out if an impact that is likely 
to be significant has been identified. The focus then shifts to the approaches, methods, tools and 
data sources that are available to analyse the nature, likelihood, extent and/or consequences of 
different social impacts. 

As has been mentioned before, most social IA uses qualitative assessment methods only. The 
tension between the quantitative ambitions of most IA systems and the qualitative reality of most 
social IAs was one of the prominent themes in the analysis of most of the examples from across 
nearly all IA systems. Developing and disseminating knowledge about tools and methods to 
measure social impacts quantitatively should certainly be one priority. However, given that some 
areas of social IA will almost undoubtedly have to remain qualitative due to their very nature, it is 
equally important to facilitate thorough and high-quality qualitative social IA. 

The present study has shown that, broadly speaking, one can distinguish between four prototypes 
of methods for assessing social impacts: 

1. Monetisation: Social costs and/or benefits are translated into monetary terms; 

2. Quantification: Social impacts are estimated in numerical terms (e.g. number of individuals 
affected, or percentage fall in violent crime), but not monetised; 

3. Qualitative assessment: Social impacts are not estimated in monetary or quantitative 
terms, but evidence is provided to give an indication of their scope, significance and/or 
likelihood; 

4. Mention: It is mentioned that social impacts will occur, but this is not substantiated, 
analysed or backed up with evidence in any way. 

Based on the review of the 30 examples, it appears that the most frequently used methods for 
social IA are the first (mostly limited to income and employment effects) and (much more 
frequently) the last of the four. Where social impacts cannot be monetised, they are often simply 
mentioned. This can sometimes be entirely appropriate, but it is often unsatisfactory because it 
falls short of a true “assessment” and can be perceived as purely subjective. 
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Furthering the use of monetisation in social IA should be encouraged. However, given that certain 
types of social impacts can hardly ever be monetised in a methodologically solid fashion, it 
appears most useful to raise awareness and foster the use of the second and third methods 
mentioned above. In order to support this process, it is also useful to go back to the broad 
categories of social impacts listed above, with a view to providing some guidance as to which 
areas can be assessed with which methods. 

The table below provides an indicative overview of which analytical methods are frequently used, 
or can be used with relative ease, for the different types of impacts. The table is not meant to be 
normative, and one should not assume that monetisation or quantification of certain impacts is 
impossible or not desirable. In fact, given adequate data, some form of quantitative assessment 
can potentially be used for all categories. However, some types of impacts lend themselves far 
more easily to quantification or monetisation than others. Thus, the table below provides an (albeit 
rough) indication of the level of analysis that should be aimed for. It shows that qualitative analysis 
can often be entirely appropriate for assessing impacts in the area of fundamental rights, whereas 
income effects should be estimated in monetary terms wherever possible. Again, this is not to say 
that impacts such as the number of women (positively or negatively) affected by a proposed 
intervention should not be specified, or that the monetary savings from improved health should not 
be estimated where this seems possible. It is merely intended to provide a realistic expectation 
level, which should be exceeded where possible, and which should grow as IA practice becomes 
more established and better analytical tools and techniques become more widely available. 

Impact types Monetised Quantitative Qualitative 

Employment � � � 

Income �   

Access to services  � � 

Fundamental rights   � 

Health and safety  � � 

As regards monetised methods, the focus should be on widening the awareness and use of 
existing models (including those identified in the parallel study on Methodologies Applied for the 
Assessment of Employment and Social Impacts), and on further developing these models and 
others to make them applicable to a wider set of geographical and policy situations. 

Improved quantitative assessment would require (but also facilitate) the use and development of 
relevant data sources and indicators. But adequate data is not only vital to enhanced quantitative 
social IA; sufficiently nuanced data on the baseline situation and/or on the effects of existing 
policies are also key to thorough qualitative assessment of impacts, as the experience of some 
equality IAs and with tools such as New TSN in Northern Ireland shows. It is therefore 
recommended that efforts to improve the data situation in the social sphere are ramped up at all 
levels (regional, national and European), including the development of relevant data sets and 
indicators. 

In the absence of other relevant data, or to complement other data, stakeholder consultation 
results can be an important source of evidence for qualitative analysis. Furthermore, both 
qualitative and quantitative results from ex post evaluations or reviews of existing policies can 
provide relevant insights, and contribute to building up a body of evidence. The linkages between 
ex ante IA and ex post evaluation should therefore be strengthened, as there are potentially very 
significant synergies between both processes that have not been fully exploited so far. 
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5.3 The role of the European Commission and the OMC SPSI 

This section builds on the potential solutions for effective social IAs outlined above with a specific 
focus on what could be done at the European level and in the context of the OMC SPSI to 
contribute to facilitating and improving social IA in the EU Member States, in particular to 
mainstream social protection and social inclusion in public policy across Europe. It mirrors the 
previous section, and focuses in turn on understanding, embedding, and analysing social impacts, 
to see where and how intervention at the EU level for each of these steps can bring added value 
to the suggestions put forward thus far. 

In general terms, intervention at the EU level may help overcome hurdles that are difficult to tackle 
at the national or sub-national level, as shown by the empirical findings of this report. In particular, 
more centralised action can possibly address the following issues:  

1. Acceptance and buy-in. Social IA is a new tool. Unless there is considerable ownership of 
social IA by a central body, and this tool is backed by political will, it is natural for civil 
servants to focus on the aspects of IA for which there is political demand (often mainly 
fiscal costs) rather than develop new instruments for a new IA area. 
 

2. Separation / decoupling between the policy instruments chosen by social policy experts 
and the tools and expertise of those in charge of producing and managing (social) IA. Both 
categories may be striving to reach the same outcomes in terms of social policy, but they 
may use different languages and different approaches. As a result, the input of social 
experts is not always fully reflected in (social) IA documents; on the other hand, valuable 
analytical tools (databases, simulation techniques) may not be used systematically and in 
a structured and transparent way where social IA is not in place or is perceived as a simple 
tick- box exercise. Thus, say, pension experts, who view their subject matter in terms of 
adequacy of pension coverage and sustainability of pension systems, and use concepts 
such as actuarial neutrality, might find it difficult to find common ground with regulation 
generalists who would be interested in checklists. Here again, the degree of fit between 
the two approaches is often related to national administrative traditions, the structure and 
timing of political decision-making, and the availability of human and financial resources to 
build both social policy expertise and a fully functioning (social) IA system.43 
 

3. Finally, social goals are often complex. While it might be relatively easy to estimate the 
one-off impact of a particular regulation on, for example, employment or household 
income, it is much more difficult to estimate longer-term goals and approach complex, 
deep-seated social issues, such as child poverty. Particularly since, as stressed in the 
previous point, policy areas have their own concepts and operational frameworks (as well 
as jargon). Integration of IAs then becomes difficult. This can be overcome by promoting IA 
as a process which a) is based on establishing causal links rather than on checklists or 
matrices of impacts, and b) promotes a layered approach to IA. This approach should start 
with screening, continue on to scoping to establish the terms of reference of the problem, 

                                                      

43 In many ways, the problem here is similar to the early years of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), 
where generalists chose to use checklists or matrices of impacts instead of complex assessment tools (Lee 
2004, p. 6). 
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which should be followed by the collection of information and assessment.44 A highly 
structured qualitative framework helps producers and users of IA to understand the 
complex impact map of the subject area. The process then becomes demand-driven – 
producers fit particular assessment tools (e.g. simulation models) into the process after the 
need for them is identified in the initial screening and scoping. 
 

A) Understanding social impacts 

As regards fostering a better understanding of social impacts, the OMC offers an ideal platform to 
take stock of current social IA practice across Europe and to coordinate debates on the different 
building blocks that constitute a successful social IA strategy. Building on the results of this study, 
it can also favour the diffusion of specific social IA tools and assessment methods through 
targeted training, in view of strengthening social IA capacity in the countries where the 
assessment of social impacts is not well advanced yet.  

We thus recommend using the OMC platform and EC resources to provide the following: 

• Regular workshops and training on current social IA practice. One could envisage a two-
day seminar where EC and national experts present social IA tools they use regularly and 
discuss the trade-offs of the different approaches in theory and through practical 
examples. This would allow a comparison between integrated approaches (e.g. EC, 
Flanders, Finland, Poland etc.), and the use of specific tests (the Dutch income effects 
test, the Irish poverty IA, Danish gender IA), an assessment of the resources needed for 
each approach, so that late (social) IA adopters can understand which ‘building blocks’ fit 
best with their national administrative system and capacity. These workshops could 
include a discussion of existing social IA guidelines; highlight the pros and cons of 
structuring social IA analysis around impacts on target groups rather than focusing on 
specific impacts; discuss how a combination of both approaches can be achieved in 
practice; and conclude with a practical exercise of social IA production focusing both on 
the drafting process and on the organisational challenges faced by social IA producers 
(e.g. cultural change within the administration, the organisation of resources, career 
incentives for social IA producers). On the last point, the European Commission has a 
clear comparative advantage thanks to its experience of setting up an integrated IA system 
in a relatively limited amount of time. Examples of specific tests, such as the income 
effects test, should also be shared as these may be a more viable solution for some 
Member States than adopting a fully integrated IA system with a strong social component. 

• Workshops and conferences on the political and social context of social IA. It is clear that 
in some cases social IA has not fully developed because there is not enough 
administrative capacity in the jurisdiction for more sophisticated data-collection and 
processing. Stakeholders should be allowed to voice this concern at the EU level. This 
would in turn encourage better EU-wide coordination of social IA mainstreaming. But the 
issue is not limited to capacities. Different administrative models may determine how IA is 
embedded in the local administrative culture. The typical example is the UK, where the 
country’s adherence to New Public Management methods, which strongly rely on 
governance by quantitative targets, has clearly helped to create the capacities for and 
foster a culture of IA in the civil service. Similarly, different social models might create 
entirely different sets of demands for IA. Also, national parliamentary procedures impact on 

                                                      

44 For further information on this point, see Lee, N. (2004): Bridging the Gap between Theory and Practice in 
Integrated Assessments, working paper of the Impact Assessment Research Centre, Manchester: 
University of Manchester 
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the demand for impact studies among legislators and partially determine the available 
room for a fully-fledged social IA process during decision-making. For example, interviews 
done within the framework of this study have indicated that the practices where a single 
MP rather than a quorum is needed to introduce amendments, or where there are short 
time spans between the different readings of a bill, can be detrimental to transparency. 
These practices might also mean that there is very little space to introduce IA studies into 
the deliberation process in the parliament. Hence, workshops and conferences on the 
wider context within which social IA operates will conceivably encourage effective peer 
review and help prepare more effective strategies for social IA mainstreaming. 

• Dedicated online tools for social IA. Understanding social impacts is also facilitated by the 
availability of practical examples and instruments to guide / support civil servants 
performing social IA type assessments. As the empirical findings of this study have shown, 
the risk of overlooking the social dimension is higher when what needs to be assessed 
through social IA is not clear or when it is assumed that social impacts are already covered 
by the assessment of a relatively straightforward variable such as employment. Building on 
the previous suggestion, it is thus worth investing in the provision of ad hoc instruments 
that national administrations can turn to when they have to perform a social IA, even when 
training has already been provided. In this respect, the website IA Tools45 designed for the 
European Commission and IA practitioners, could serve as a valuable template to build a 
targeted online instrument for social IA. The proposed tool should focus on the different 
types of social impacts and clarify which can be monetised / quantified more easily and 
how, as well as where qualitative analysis is more appropriate, with specific guidelines on 
how qualitative analysis can be successfully performed, for example by providing sample 
checklists such as the ‘quick-scan’ used for the Dutch Gender IA.  

• A library of examples. An additional option would be to develop a library of examples 
whereby national administrations regularly upload sample social IAs accompanied by a 
summary based on a set questionnaire covering the main methods used for assessment, 
the impacts assessed, the degree of quantification, and the number of policy options 
considered, etc.. This would provide national and EU administrations with a comparative 
overview of how specific impacts are appraised in different contexts.46 The European 
Commission could initiate such a library by selecting the EC IAs with a strong social 
component. The good practice examples included in this study could also serve as a 
starting point for a ‘social IA library’. 

 

B) Embedding social impacts 

Understanding social impacts is only a first step: social IA needs to be embedded in national 
policy-making processes to avoid the classical problem of the adoption-implementation gap often 
observed in empirical studies on IA and social IA. In this respect, centralised monitoring coupled 
with a system of incentives at the EU level can facilitate the adoption and, most importantly, the 
implementation of social IA across Europe. Action could be launched on several fronts: 

• Regular benchmarking exercises. Most if not all countries have ways of assessing social 
impacts outside the formal social IA framework, for example through specific tests or via 
studies commissioned to appraise a set of policy options. Mainstreaming social IA should 

                                                      

45 URL: http://iatools.jrc.ec.europa.eu/bin/view/IQTool/WebHome.html 
46 A similar approach was followed to build a database on IA in the EU25 and a selection on third countries 
by the EU-funded project ENBR. More details on www.enbr.org 
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therefore include efforts to integrate the existing processes of assessment into a broad, 
transparent framework, at least at the national level. This could be done through regular 
benchmarking exercises to facilitate the convergence of assessment approaches for core 
social policy dimensions (employment, social inclusion, equal opportunities). 
Mainstreaming should also mean that there is an honest discussion about why some or all 
parts of social IA do not get wider ownership within a Member State and how this is related 
to social and administrative models as well as capacities (administrative, intellectual – 
access to sophisticated and expensive instruments, such as micro-simulation models). 
This debate could take place in the OMC SPSI platform. 

• The Europe2020 strategy. The channels of communication developed for Europe2020 (the 
EU’s new competitiveness strategy) can be used to promote social IA as well, most 
effectively by linking it to the priority areas of the strategy. Appropriate methodological 
tools should be recommended in co-ordination with national governments to promote the 
general aims of the strategy as well as the specific goals in national reform programmes. 
For example, communications with national governments on policies to achieve the 
headline target of 75 % employment rate for the productive population (20-64 years old) 
across the EU by 2020 could be closely linked to initiatives promoting tools and 
methodologies for the assessment of impacts on employment. Member States do regard 
the European Employment Strategy as a useful forum for mutual learning47 and the 
inclusion of IA would be a logical extension of existing processes. Discussions on 
achieving targets and on IA can be further linked once more priority areas and quantitative 
targets are agreed by the Council in June 2010.48 

• Assessment of EU structural policies. Another means to strengthen the link between 
activities at the EU level and social IA practice in the Member States is through building on 
the relevant experience with the evaluation of EU structural policies. Tools that could be 
used for IA have been developed and promoted in the past in the process of assessing the 
effectiveness of structural aid, and it is via this link that social IA could be promoted 
particularly in the new Member States, where the tradition of evidence-based policy 
making tends to be weak. The 2007-2013 programming period gave high prominence to 
strategic indicators, linking Structural Funds programmes to strategic initiatives such as the 
Lisbon Strategy, as expressed in the Community Strategic Guidelines. In addition, the 
corresponding guidelines stressed the need for applying causal chain analysis / logical 
framework49 to help deal with both intended and unintended impacts of structural policies.50 
The communication between the Member States and the Commission therefore already 
includes references to complex qualitative impact assessment frameworks. The next step 

                                                      

47 Begg, I., Erhel, C. and J. Mortensen (2010): Medium-Term Employment Challenges, special CEPS report 
for the Directorate-General of Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, Brussels: Centre for 
European Policy Studies 
48 Following the European Commission’s communication “Europe 2020: a strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth” the spring European Council of March 2010 agreed the broad outline of the strategy, 
which will be approved in a more detailed form, with priority areas and quantitative targets, by the June 
European Council. 
49 Causal chain analysis (closely related to logical framework approach, which was developed in 1960s in 
the US) serves to identify inputs and outputs of a project and its internal links to allow for effective control of 
the entire “architecture” of the project. It is now in widespread use for the purposes of evaluating regional 
development projects in the EU. The Ecorys/IZA study conducted parallel to this study also describes 
causal chain analysis processes as used for evaluating a project financed by the European Social Fund 
(Ecorys 2009, pp. 14-17). 
50 European Commission (2006): The New Programming Period 2007-13: Indicators for Monitoring and 
Evaluation, Brussels: DG Regional Policy, European Commission 
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should be the bridging of the discussions on structural fund IA and IA for locally produced 
regulation. 

 

C) Analysing social impacts 

Sometimes, instruments provided at EU level make invalid the argument that some social impacts 
are too complex to assess. Thus, mainstreaming should have a strong component of promoting 
methodologies and tools for analysis. A first step is of course to foster a wider usage of existing 
tools which are not widespread or only used in a limited number of countries. However, 
mainstreaming also means that new instruments should be developed and promoted across the 
EU, so that innovative types of assessment gradually become the norm. Investing in tools for 
assessing social impacts is key to ensuring that social IA increasingly becomes a serious concern 
of policy-makers and that the demand for social IA increases within administrations and in national 
parliaments. This is particularly relevant for impacts that can – at least today – be assessed only 
qualitatively (and thus tend to be the first victims of an excessive focus on quantification), as well 
as for long term impacts requiring the use of sophisticated modelling tools. The EU is already 
promoting the use of micro-simulation datasets and tools (e.g. the cross-country micro-simulation 
model Euromod, or the project Penmicro, which maps micro-tools in use in the EU). This should 
be expanded and included under social IA mainstreaming. In particular, resources can be pooled 
at the EU level to support: 
 

a. EU datasets. These sometimes help in the areas already indicated (benchmarking, 
peer pressure) by providing comparability. Special cross-country databases such 
as the ECHP, EU SILC, the Labour Force Survey and Eurobarometer but also, for 
example, the database SHARE (www.share-project.org) on the health of the 55+ 
cohorts. SHARE presents another clear example of European added value beside 
comparability. It provides data that were usually not collected at national level prior 
to this project, given the cost of the exercise. 
 

b. Sophisticated statistical and modelling instruments in social IA. Some of the 
pressure for the use of these instruments should come from the EU level, for 
example via the OMC. The EU level is important - the development of many of 
these instruments is difficult for the individual states alone. In particular, micro-
simulation models and datasets, arguably the most effective quantitative tools in 
social IA, are expensive and time-consuming.51 The EU, through its funding 
activities, promotes and facilitates the development of these tools and their 
dissemination. For example, the methodology for constructing comprehensive 
replacement rates (COREs), developed recently within the framework of an EU 
funded project on pensions (AIM), can greatly improve social IA as it avoids a lot of 
the inaccuracies inherent in the traditional means of constructing income profiles. 
The same research project featured a request for EU funding to be used to help 
create a micro-simulation tool to model various social impacts of policy. The tool 
should be universal enough to be used in any EU Member State. 

 

                                                      

51 Ecorys (2010): Review of Methodologies Applied for the Assessment of Employment and Social Impacts, 
final report, Rotterdam/Brussels: Ecorys 
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