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Abstract: In this paper, we develop exploratory research to improve the understanding of actual
practices applied in the port industry relating to local communities’ perception measurement and
public engagement, aiming at maintaining and fostering relationships with local communities.
The application of such practices would allow port managing bodies to improve their strategic
alignment with the needs and requirements of their local communities. To this end, we distributed a
survey to North American port managing bodies and terminal operators. The survey, answered by
37 respondents, follows a structure defined by critical elements affecting stakeholder perceptions and
acceptability in relation to a project or an ongoing business activity. The results disclose differences
in social license to operate measurement and public engagement practices between port managing
bodies and terminal operators. Furthermore, follow-up interviews were conducted with eight
port managing bodies in order to capture the value added and the barriers to engage with local
communities. Finally, the study enables benchmarking possibilities both within the sample and on a
global level, giving an indication and assessment of the respondents’ competitive positions regarding
stakeholder perceptions, communication, and engagement practices, and the steps to be taken in
order to strengthen any strategic and competitive state.

Keywords: social license to operate; public engagement; local communities; ports

1. Introduction

Port expansion projects and the (re)development of the port area have distanced the
port cluster from the city and its local communities [1–4]. In addition to the potential
benefits port clusters provide to the global economy, their activities and expansions can
be the generator of undesired negative externalities [5]. Moreover, the economic benefits
generated by port clusters on the port area and their adjacent communities are uncertain [6].
Communities’ knowledge and awareness regarding negative externalities and perceived
limited regional economic benefits generated by port clusters have improved. This has
led to demands for standstill on port developments and reduced port activities in certain
regions [7,8]. In the recent past, several social conflicts have emerged as a consequence
of port expansion projects and activities. European examples, to name a few, include The
Port of Antwerp with the Deurganckdok project or the Port of Rotterdam with Maasvlakte
2 [3,8–10]. The sustainability and social legitimacy or social license to operate (SLTO) of
a port cluster can be at stake if the bargaining power of local communities and the social
dimension of ports’ activities is neglected [11]. The influence of local communities can
reach far beyond what can be expected. Sustainable practices can be directly and indirectly
influenced by them [12–16]. Moreover, the social acceptability from local communities or
social license to operate is a driver of change in sustainable port performance [3].

Port managing bodies have increased their consideration for the interests of local
communities as a consequence [10,17], leading to a change in their strategic behavior [18,19].
Port planning has been adjusted towards a more stakeholder inclusive process [6,7,11,19].
New coordinating functions within port managing bodies have emerged, such as the role
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of community or cluster managers aimed at solving conflicts with the local community to
foster social acceptability and a social license to operate [17,20,21].

In this context, stakeholder management practices and communication strategies by
port managing bodies are necessary to manage the concerns of local communities [10,22–24].
Accordingly, public involvement is crucial to forge a positive perception of the port cluster
and move forward towards sustainable development [25]. Public participation and commu-
nity outreach are important mechanisms to strengthen the social license to operate. When
applied in a consistent and effective way, these practices have the potential to address tan-
gible and intangible social impacts, hence contributing to social development [26–28]. For
that reason, for port managing bodies to tackle harmful social issues, strengthen sustainable
activities and create a competitive advantage, the assessment and measurement of their
social license to operate is meaningful. The real value of such measurement exercise lies, as
argued for mainstream companies [29], in its comparison with the overall sustainability
"reality" score of a port cluster assessed through, e.g., sustainability reporting [30]. As
a consequence, strategical decision makers can collect additional information regarding
critical areas of sustainability by performing this exercise [30] since reporting on triple
bottom line performance does not capture the essence of a social license to operate [8].

A number of port clusters have on an ad hoc basis engaged in social license to operate
measurement practices in the past (e.g., Rotterdam, Antwerp, and Hamburg), albeit without
much public transparency and further structural application nowadays [30]. Users’ per-
spectives, stakeholders’ perception and levels of satisfaction are among the most neglected
issues by port managing bodies, at least from a (public) reporting perspective [31]. In order
to ensure the future application of public engagement mechanisms and emphasize the
importance of the social license to operate and its measurement in the port industry, further
research is therefore required. Our contribution aims to provide a deeper understanding of
the social license to operate concept within the port industry. This research finds its origins
in the few theoretical and empirical contributions made in the port management literature
concerning public engagement practices, the social license to operate, and its quantification
and formal disclosure.

To bring this research further, we believe that an explorative step is needed to deepen
the understanding of actual practices applied by port managing bodies and terminal op-
erators related to local communities’ perception measurement and engagement practices,
aiming at maintaining and fostering a social license to operate. For this purpose, we de-
signed a survey in partnership with Green Marine, an environmental certification program
for the North American marine industry, and disseminated it amongst their members.
Additionally, we conducted follow-up in-depth interviews with port managing bodies, all
members of Green Marine. These interviews gave insights into the value associated to
reaching out to local communities, as well as the potential barriers. By doing so, we build
further on previous findings of Cahoon [23] and Parola et al. [32] regarding public engage-
ment practices and innovative marketing strategies of port managing bodies, and Brooks
and Pallis [31] in relation to perception measurement of ports’ stakeholders. Dooms [8,30]
and Voyer and van Leeuwen [28], discussing the broader subject of social license to operate
in a port industry context, constitute an additional basis for our research. Finally, this
research is a reflection of the broader subject considering both user perception and stake-
holder satisfaction as an indicator of port performance (see Dooms [8], Dooms et al. [9]
and Deforche et al. [33]).

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of social license
to operate research performed in port management literature, with a broader view on
the marine environment literature. Section 3 outlines the materials used and methods
applied for the research. Section 4 provides an overview of the main results generated
from the disseminated survey and conducted interviews with the North American port
industry. Section 5 illustrates and discusses the main results. Finally, Section 6 concludes
with implications for decision makers and future research.
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2. Literature Review: The Social License to Operate in the Marine Environment and
Port Management Literature

The “social license to operate” concept was first applied in the mining sector. At
first, the mining industry and its operations were largely accepted by the public as a
provider of minerals and metals, and more particularly as an unconditional provider of
wealth to society. However, the emergence of environmental issues and conflicts with
local communities led to a negative reputation and an undesirable mining industry [34].
During the 1990s, a shift occurred in the public perception of the generated environmental
impacts and social performance of the industry. Subsequently increasing the societal and
environmental pressure in the mining industry, leading to the emergence and application
of the “social license to operate” (SLTO) [35]. Joyce and Thomson [36] performed a first
attempt to define the term social license to operate. The authors defined the term as
the approval and acceptance given by the society and local community stakeholders
to organisations’ activities and infrastructure projects, enabling these organisations to
proceed with their operations. Over the years, the term spread out to other industries and
business as a consequence of similar encountered social impacts and issues as in the mining
industry [35,37,38].

In the marine environment literature, Cullen-Knox et al. [39] investigated to which
extent decisions made by the Australian government on the use and the impact of the
marine environment and its resources is influenced by the SLTO. Kelly et al. [40] reviewed
the use of the term social license to operate in the marine environment literature. In a
following step, Kelly et al. [41] conducted a perception study of marine stakeholders in
Tasmania and investigated the practical application of the social license to operate for
marine protected areas. Voyer and van Leeuwen [28] inquired the legitimacy of Blue
Economy activities, an ocean based economic growth model, based on interviews, a survey
and a workshop with actors of the ocean business community. Their research defines a
conceptual model that explores which particular local community stakeholders grant a
social license (community of place or community of practice), which local communities’
concerns have an impact on a social license (tangible or intangible impacts), and how
private organisations foster a social license (public relations, education, consultation, and
participatory planning). The authors conclude that Blue Economy sectors operationalize
SLTO through technological applications and one-way stakeholder engagement strategies.

While the term social license to operate has frequently been used in the port man-
agement literature, few empirical researches have been conducted regarding the SLTO
subject in this field. In this context, Ircha [42] summarized different initiatives conducted by
Canadian and international port managing bodies. By doing so, the author stresses the im-
portance for Canadian and international port clusters to seek for a social license to operate.
Within the port sustainability literature, Dooms [8] performed exploratory research relating
to the social license to operate in port clusters. His research defines a conceptual framework
enabling the assessment of triple bottom line performance against the strength of a social
license to operate for port managing bodies. However, such conceptual framework is only
considered useful in case an effective standardized and harmonized measurement method
for the social license to operate is available. Further conceptual and empirical development
is suggested as a consequence, since a quantified social license to operate indicator (or set
of indicators) could contribute to improved triple bottom line reporting.

Considering the need to effectively measure the social license to operate, Thomson
and Joyce [43] made an attempt to quantify the acceptability and approval stemming from
local communities in the mining sector. Different theoretical levels for the social license
to operate were generated. Thomson and Boutilier [34] refined the different levels in
such a manner that item generation was possible. The models suggested by Thomson and
Joyce [43] and Thomson and Boutilier [34] lay the foundations for an effective quantification
of the different levels and criteria of the SLTO. At final, Thomson and Boutilier [44] gave
birth to the social license to operate measurement model.
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Within the port management literature, limited research focuses on the importance
of quantifying stakeholders’ and local communities’ perceptions and acceptability [8,30].
Deforche et al. [33] indicate that, in the context of a perception-based research mandated
by the Port of Antwerp, the quantification of local communities’ experiences is important
for and desired by local communities themselves. The authors conclude that this practice
would allow port managing bodies to assess their social license to operate in a first step, to
disclose it under the form of an indicator in a second step, which in turn, would contribute
to strengthen their social license to operate on the basis of transparency in a final step.
Dooms [8,30] emphasizes the strategic utility of such model and assessment exercise for and
by ports. However, assessment practices of local communities’ perception and social license
have not been broadly applied in the port industry [30]. An overview of the academic
literature related to the social license to operate in the marine environment and the port
management literature is provided in Appendix A.

As a consequence, this research paper aims to gather more in-depth insights regarding
the current mechanisms used by the port industry for the assessment of local communities’
perceptions and social license to operate, and more generally, the public participation or
engagement mechanisms applied, influencing any relationship with local communities.
Furthermore, the aim of this research is to understand whether the perception of local
communities is considered or can be considered by the port industry as an indicator of
performance next to other operational, environmental and financial performance indicators.
This research is performed for the case of North America. The North American port
industry, in line with other world regions, is faced with opposition to port development in
many locations (such as Vancouver and Los Angeles). Therefore, it is an interesting case to
develop with a potential to replicate and expand the research to a global level.

3. Materials and Methods

A close collaboration was set up with Green Marine building on common interests
regarding gathering insights into the social license to operate subject in the port indus-
try. As a widely adopted environmental certification program in North America with a
stakeholder-inclusive governance structure (see http://www.green-marine.org (accessed
on 10 April 2020) and Walker [45]), Green Marine was selected as the most suitable partner
for this research. Its membership base shows a broad geographical spread in the United
States of America and Canada, and a wide variety of ports and terminals in terms of size,
location (proximity to urban areas or nature areas; coastal versus river ports), and types of
traffics handled.

Therefore, an online questionnaire on public engagement and social license to op-
erate measurement practices in the North American port industry has been designed in
collaboration with Green Marine and disseminated amongst their program participants.
Interviews with port managing bodies, all members of Green Marine, have subsequently
been performed in order to gather specific information concerning the potential value
added and barriers to reach out to local communities.

3.1. Survey Design and Implementation

In this section, information on Green Marine and the design, structure and implemen-
tation of the survey is disclosed.

3.1.1. Green Marine

Green Marine is a voluntary environmental certification program for and by the
North American marine industry addressing environmental and social sustainability issues
through a fixed set of 12 performance indicators. The environmental and social perfor-
mance of every single participant is determined on a yearly basis through self-evaluation.
The initiative aims to reduce the environmental footprint of the North American marine
industry through the obtained performance results of each participant and the formula-
tion of concrete actions as a consequence. Program participants are shipowners, ports,

http://www.green-marine.org
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terminals, Seaway corporations and shipyards, geographically located in Canada and
the United States of America (see http://www.green-marine.org (accessed on 10 April
2020) and Walker [45]). During February 2019, two weeks were spent at Green Marine’s
premises in Quebec City (Canada) for the initial conception of the survey. Further review
and validation of the questionnaire was performed by experts within the Green Marine’s
member network, and finally tested by Green Marine’s employees. The finalized survey
was distributed during June 2019 throughout July 2019 through SurveyMonkey, an online
survey software, as this was the preferred means of the Green Marine network. Participa-
tion to the survey was voluntary. The retrieved results have subsequently been treated
confidentially and anonymously.

3.1.2. Survey Sample and Respondents

Out of Green Marine’s program participants, 50 are categorized as ports and Seaways,
71 as terminals and shipyards, and 37 as shipowners (http://www.green-marine.org
(accessed on 10 April 2020). For the convenience of this research paper, ports have been
renamed as port managing bodies, terminals as terminal operators and Seaways as Seaway
administrations. Based on the nature of performed activities by shipowners, i.e., not related
to infrastructure development or operations, it was decided to exclude these members
as survey recipients. In total, 121 participants of the Green Marine initiative formed our
population for the survey. Accordingly, one participation to the survey was allowed per
participant. At final, 42 responses have been collected, corresponding to a return rate of
35%. However, after review with Green Marine, three responses were excluded from the
collected results as a consequence of two multiple responses by different persons within one
organization and one uncompleted survey (total nonresponse). In total, 20 port managing
bodies, 17 terminal operators, one Seaway administration and one shipyard participated to
the survey. Nevertheless, since the response rate of Seaway administrations (one answer)
and shipyards (one answer) were low, we decided to not retain their respective responses as
a consequence of a lack of representativeness in our results, leading to a total of 37 responses
or a return rate of 31%.

Furthermore, it has to be noted that a number of respondents failed to provide a
response to one or more questions, which can be defined as item nonresponse [46]. Different
methods to deal with such nonresponse items exist [47]. A correct way of handling an item
nonresponse is through deletion of participants with missing data in the survey leading
to a reduction of sample size [48,49]. A complete case analysis, and more specifically an
available-case analysis, would be a judicious method to deal with item nonresponses in this
particular case. Nevertheless, this analysis can lead to inconsistent estimates and judgments
when comparisons are made between the frequencies of different subsamples [50]. As a
consequence, in order to not jeopardize and bias the validity of the survey and specifically
the questions where a phenomenon of item nonresponse is absent, we decided to simply
display and disclose the missing and blank values per questions as “No answer”. By
doing so, the relative frequencies of the different answers over the different questions have
been calculated using the number of survey participants as a denominator (contrary to the
number of provided responses/non-blank responses per question), allowing for consistency
and comparison over the whole survey. As a matter of transparency, the numbers of “No
answer” have subsequently been disclosed per question, where appropriate.

3.1.3. Survey Structure

Our survey was structured and divided into four parts. The first part gathers general
information on the survey participants. Information has been collected on the respondents’
port activities (as a port managing body or terminal operator), preferred language (French
or English), yearly handled tonnage, number of full-time equivalents, and finally, proximity
to an urban area. This information is helpful in sight of a benchmarking exercise (e.g.,
port managing bodies versus port terminals). The second part of the survey focuses on
the definition of local community stakeholders. Respondents were given the choice to

http://www.green-marine.org
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define their local community stakeholders based on their unique situation. Next, the third
part aims to gather information concerning public participation mechanisms applied by
the North American port industry. Several public participation mechanisms have been
proposed through closed-ended questions. However, open-ended questions allowed the
respondents to formulate the applied public participation mechanisms depending on their
unique situation. At final, the last part of the survey questions the respondents on the
application of perception and social license to operate measurement mechanisms. Further-
more, it assesses whether the North American port industry considers the perception of
local communities as a performance indicator.

An exploratory methodology has been applied and used for the design and structure
of questions relating to public participation mechanisms in the third part of the survey, as
will be described in the next section. However, no dedicated methodology or framework
has been used for respectively part one, two, and four of the survey, given its emerging
nature. General exploratory questions were formulated for these respective parts.

3.1.4. An Exploratory Methodology for the Third Part of the Survey on Public Engagement

Increased international involvement of the public in the activities and decisions of
policy-setting bodies, public, and private organisations, has led to an increasing number of
mechanisms allowing for public participation. To shed light on the imprecise definition of
terms in the literature around public participation, three key concepts have been defined
by Rowe and Frewer [51]: public communication, public consultation, and public partic-
ipation. Each concept encompasses different public engagement mechanisms based on
the nature and flow of information between an exercise sponsor (i.e., the Green Marine
survey respondents) and participants or the public (i.e., the local community stakeholders
as defined by the Green Marine survey respondents) and their effectiveness to engage. Ac-
cordingly, Rowe and Frewer [51] proposed a typology of public engagement mechanisms
that could be used as a helpful tool for our research.

Consequently, the third part of our survey and subsequent analysis of results have
been structured in accordance with the proposed model of Rowe and Frewer [51]. Each
individual public engagement mechanism, proposed through closed-ended questions or
generated as an answer from open-ended questions in our survey, has been categorized
under one of the aforementioned public engagement concepts (see Appendix B). The
mechanisms for public engagement classified under each individual concept can differ in
terms of fairness [52,53]. Fairness is defined as the extent to which a certain engagement
exercise or mechanism has been conducted in an honest manner, and is perceived as such
by those involved in the participation process [51]. For the purpose of this explorative
research, we assume that all the proposed and generated public engagement mechanisms
in our survey are fair to some extent. The fairness assumption allows us to connect the
various public engagement mechanisms to the concept of social license to operate.

As such, fairness is a key factor in the framework of social license to operate creation
and obtention by Moffat and Zhang [54]. The theoretical framework proposed by these
authors consists of four factors (impacts on social infrastructure, contact quantity, contact
quality, and procedural fairness) affecting and influencing the perception that local commu-
nities have of an organization’s activities. Of these four factors, procedural fairness, defined
as the extent to which individuals perceive that their voices have been heard and taken into
consideration for later use and decision-making, has the greatest positive impact on the
creation and obtention of a social license. As a consequence, we intuitively combine both
models of Rowe and Frewer [51] and Moffat and Zhang [54], and assume, in an explorative
step, that the proposed and generated participation mechanisms from our survey possess
a certain degree of (procedural) fairness, subsequently contributing to a social license to
operate. However, an analysis of the extent to which the different mechanisms contribute
to the creation of a social license to operate is beyond the scope of this research.
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3.1.5. Data Analysis

In total, 18 questions were formulated with regards to public engagement and social
license to operate mechanisms in the North American port industry. The survey was
composed of open-ended and closed-ended questions. SPSS was used in order to establish
the absolute and relative frequencies of responses to closed-ended questions. Two questions
were formulated using a 7-point Likert-Scale allowing the respondents to specify their
level of (dis)agreement for a series of proposed answers. Graphical representations of
the retrieved answers were made using Microsoft Excel. Open-ended questions and their
respective answers were subsequently clustered within certain categories or themes in
order to facilitate the analysis of gathered results.

3.2. Interviews

A total of 10 port managing bodies, and members of Green Marine, were contacted
for further in-depth interviews. At final, 8 port managing bodies responded positively to
our request. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted by means of telephone
conversation of approximately one hour each. The interviews were held from August
2019 to September 2019. Questions relating to the value added and barriers of reaching
out to local communities were formulated and asked. The choice for semi-structured
interviews allowed for flexibility in the addressed questions and provided answers [55].
The provided answers have been manually transcribed and clustered according to different
themes allowing us to draw several general conclusions regarding the subject of the
performed interviews.

4. Results

Under this section the different results for the different areas of the research are described.

4.1. General Information about the Respondents

General information regarding the respondents’ language, full time equivalents (FTEs),
handled tonnage in 2018, and immediate vicinity with an urban area is disclosed in Table 1.

Table 1. General information on respondents.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Language
English 14 70% 8 47% 22 59%

French 6 30% 9 53% 15 41%

Total Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

FTEs

0 to 10 3 15% 1 6% 4 11%

10 to 50 8 40% 3 18% 11 30%

50 to 100 3 15% 2 12% 5 14%

More than 100 6 30% 11 65% 17 46%

Total Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Tonnage 2018

Not applicable 0 0% 2 12% 2 5%

Less than
500,000 tonnes 3 15% 1 6% 4 11%

500,000 to
5 million tonnes 7 35% 9 53% 16 43%

5 million to
25 million tonnes 2 10% 2 12% 4 11%

25 million to
100 million tonnes 6 30% 2 12% 8 22%

More than
100 million tonnes 2 10% 1 6% 3 8%
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Table 1. Cont.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Total Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Immediate vicinity
of urban area

Yes 17 85% 15 88% 32 86%

No 3 15% 2 12% 5 14%

Total Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

A total of 37 responses have been collected from the disseminated survey amongst
Green Marine’s port managing bodies (PM) and terminal operators (TO). Accordingly,
20 responses from port managing bodies and 15 responses from terminal operators were
gathered, respectively accounting for 54% and 46% of provided responses. (Terminal
operators correspond both to cargo and passenger terminal operators. In total, 15 cargo
terminal operators and 2 passenger terminal operators participated to the survey.) A
majority of port managing bodies performed the survey in English (70%). Nevertheless, the
English respondents amongst terminal operators are a minority (47%). Correspondingly,
30% of port managing bodies and 53% of terminal operators filled in the questionnaire
in French. The number of full-time equivalents is unevenly distributed amongst the
different port managing bodies participating to the survey. The highest share (40%) of port
managing bodies has 10 to 50 FTEs within their organization. The majority of terminal
operators (65%) has more than 100 FTEs employed. Regarding the handled traffic volume
in 2018, port managing bodies and terminal operators handling an approximate volume
from 500,000 tonnes to 5 million tonnes are strongly represented amongst the collected
responses. A total of 8 respondents, from which six port managing bodies (30%) and two
terminal operators (12%) handled 25 million to 100 million tonnes in 2018. (Two terminal
operators indicated not having handled cargo in 2018. These two responses correspond
those of two passenger terminal operators.) Finally, 85% of port managing bodies and
88% of terminal operators are located within, next to or in the immediate vicinity of an
urban area.

4.2. Local Community Stakeholders

The respondents were asked to identify various stakeholders that could be considered
part of their local communities. Nine different stakeholders have been proposed to the
survey participants through a close-ended question. A 7-level Likert-Scale allowed the
participants to specify their level of consideration for the different proposed stakeholders
(from 1 (=not considered) to 7 (=highly considered)). Nevertheless, the respondents where
not restricted to the proposed items, the possibility to provide an answer through an
open-ended question was enabled. Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of the
different stakeholders to consider, and their respective relative frequency as being highly
considered (a score from 6 to 7) by the respondents.

The results disclose that a majority of port managing bodies and terminal operators
highly consider the different proposed stakeholders, with the exception of the local me-
dia. Nevertheless, differences in relative frequencies are present and disclosed. In line
with the respondent’s geographical vicinity with an urban area, residents in the port’s
or company’s surroundings are highly considered as local community stakeholders by
port managing bodies (90%) and terminal operators (94%). Port managing bodies, re-
spectively, highly consider port’s or company’s clients (80%), local community partners
(70%), external business owners in the port’s or company’s surroundings (65%), port’s or
company’s suppliers (60%), provincial/state or national government (60%), indigenous
people (55%), and non-governmental organisations (55%). Terminal operators, respectively,
highly consider provincial/state or national government (76%), indigenous people (71%),
external business owners in the port’s or company’s surroundings (65%), local community
partners (65%), port’s or company’s clients (65%), non-governmental organisations (53%),
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and port’s or company’s suppliers (53%). The largest differences in relative frequencies
of highly considered stakeholders between port managing bodies and terminal operators
are noted for indigenous people, provincial/state or national government, and port’s or
company’s clients, with a respective difference of 16%, 16%, and 15%.
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Figure 1. Relative frequencies of local community stakeholders indicated as highly considered (score from 6 to 7).

4.3. Public Engagement

Respondents were questioned on the different public engagement means they use and
apply in order to obtain and strengthen a social license to operate, following the generic
public engagement concepts as defined by Rowe and Frewer [51]: public communication,
public consultation, and public participation.

4.3.1. Public Communication

Following the diversity of existing public communication means, the survey partici-
pants were interrogated with regard to the application of technology-based communication
tools and the content of subsequent provided information. These tools imply, in a majority
of cases, a one-way communication stream from the port managing bodies and terminal
operators to their respective local communities [51].

Fifty-five percent (55%) of port managing bodies and 59% of terminal operators
claimed to have a website dedicated to local communities. Still, a remaining 40% of port
managing bodies and 35% of terminal operators lack a website aimed at informing local
communities on the respondents’ activities and further impacts. Interaction opportunities
through the use of social media accounts is popular amongst port managing bodies (85%)
and terminal operators (65%). Social media represents the favored mean of communication
of the respondents. The public acknowledgment of a publicly available strategic plan is
a common practice amongst port managing bodies (65%) but not frequently applied by
terminal operators (12%). Regarding the disclosure of a publicly available sustainability
report, an environmental report or a corporate social responsibility report, 55% of port
managing bodies engage in this exercise. Nevertheless, terminal operators tend to disclose
such information and public reports to a lesser extent (41%). However, the disclosure of
social and environmental impacts seems to be enforced and favored through websites, since
respectively 60% of port managing bodies and 53% have a dedicated website page about
sustainability, corporate social responsibility, and/or local communities. Newsletters aimed
at informing the local communities are not very used in comparison to other communication
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tools, used respectively by 35% of port managing bodies and 29% of terminal operators.
The least popular communication tool, indicated by the respondents in a few cases, is
represented by a TV or YouTube channel. Finally, one port managing body reported to
disclose a land use plan to their external stakeholders and local communities. Based on
the above, results show that a diversity of public communication tools is used by the
respondents in order to reach out to local communities.

Whilst the enumerated tools potentially represent a low level of interaction between
the concerned actors, the respondents were further asked whether they engage in the
following practices: financial support of local community initiatives, the organisation
of workshops, port, or company open days and a port or company visitor/information
center open to the general public. Accordingly, a higher level of interaction between the
concerned actors is expected as a consequence of the use of these practices. However, we
still considered these practices as regular mechanisms of public communication, aiming to
create brand awareness and educate the community regarding the port cluster activities. A
large majority, 82% of the respondents, respectively, 75% of port managing bodies and 89%
of terminal operators, answered that they actively finance local communities’ initiatives.
The organisation of workshops aimed at raising awareness on the social and environmental
impacts of the respondents is a popular practice amongst port managing bodies (60%),
while a not very common practice for terminal operators (30%). A similar conclusion can
be drawn regarding port or company open days. In total, 55% of port managing bodies and
47% of terminal operators organize port open days. Port Centers (port visitor or information
centers open to the general public) are still a young and new concept implemented by a
number of larger ports around the world [32]. While this concept is gaining more interest,
the actual number of implemented Port Centers remains low, particularly amongst the
respondents. In total, three port managing bodies and three port terminals reported having
a Port Center open to the public.

4.3.2. Public Consultation

A limited number of proposed public engagement mechanisms through closed-ended
questions and generated from open-ended questions in the survey have been categorized
as public consultation mechanisms. These mechanisms allow for an effective information
stream between the survey respondents and their local communities. More particularly, the
flow of information enabled through public consultation mechanisms originates from the
local communities and is transferred to port managing bodies or terminal operators [51].
In this particular case, the initiative to reach out should come from the local communi-
ties themselves. Nevertheless, port managing bodies and terminal operators can enable
such engagement practices by making public consultation mechanisms available to their
local communities.

Results disclose that e-mail addresses, webforms, and phone numbers are the most
frequently provided tools on the websites of the respondents, allowing local communi-
ties to interact with port managing bodies and terminal operators. These tools allow
local communities to reach out, on their own initiative, to port managing bodies and
terminal operators.

As port managing bodies and terminal operators generate impacts on different lev-
els of society, sustaining healthy public relations is crucial. Keeping track of possible
complaints by local community stakeholders is essential. Therefore, 85% of port man-
aging bodies and 88% of terminal operators keep track of complaints made by external
stakeholders (Table 2).
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Table 2. Tracking of complaints and feedback process in place.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Do you register/keep
track of complaints?

Yes 17 85% 15 88% 32 86%

No 3 15% 2 12% 5 14%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Feedback process (only
if answer is YES to
previous question)

Yes 13 65% 12 71% 25 68%

No 4 20% 3 18% 7 19%

Not applicable 3 15% 2 12% 5 14%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

In this regard, Darbra et al. [56] emphasize that ports’ initiatives to gather data on
their environmental impact and performance has been pushed through complaints from
third parties. This finding discloses the importance of engaging in complaints tracking
practices. Nevertheless, the process of providing formal feedback reaches lower relative
frequencies amongst the respondents with, respectively, 65% for port managing bodies and
71% for terminal operators. Results show that not all respondents are actively engaged in
tackling the different issues provided through local communities’ complaints. However,
at final, no major differences in public consultation mechanisms between port managing
bodies and terminal operators are noted.

4.3.3. Public Participation

Public participation mechanisms enable two-way information streams brought in
place by the port managing bodies and terminal operators. These mechanisms imply, to a
certain extent, a higher level of information exchange and formal interaction between both
port managing bodies or terminals operators and local communities [51].

Port managing bodies and terminal operators disclose a predominant tendency to-
wards holding regular meetings with the community and stakeholders at large. Respec-
tively, 60% of the port managing bodies and 59% of the terminal operators organize
meetings with their external stakeholders regularly. However, the existence of a permanent
local community committee and the presence of local communities’ representative(s) on
the Board of Directors is a relative infrequent practice. In both cases, 40% of the port
managing bodies responded favorably to such practice, while terminal operators disclose
lower relative frequencies with, respectively, 29% and 6%. The presence of an indepen-
dent ombudsman is exceptional. Only one terminal operator answered making use of an
independent ombudsman (Table 3).

Regardless of the discussed public participation mechanisms, the act of engaging
and consulting local communities and external stakeholders over the existence of a port
cluster and more specifically over the course of a project (e.g., extension of a port terminal)
is important [57]. Using the gathered information, adjustments to strategic decisions
can be arranged in order to meet external stakeholders’ expectations and desires. The
incorporation of local communities and external stakeholder’s opinions and feedback
strongly depends on port cluster stakeholder’s unique ability and willingness to do so.
However, depending on the geographic location of port managing bodies and terminal
operators, the act of including local communities in further discussion regarding a specific
project or the daily activities can be required by law or permit. As a consequence, two close-
ended questions have been formulated regarding the extent to which local communities
are consulted before and after the approval to proceed with a project. A majority of port
managing bodies (60%) and terminal operators (59%) consult local communities depending
on the type(s) of possible significant impact of their activities and projects. Accordingly,
55% of port managing bodies and 59% of terminal operators communicate with local
communities beyond the approval phase of a project depending on the nature of the project
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or its potential implications. At final, only a minority of respondents engages in such
practices due to legal requirements or a permit procedure.

Table 3. Public participation mechanisms.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Regular meetings with the port’s or
company’s community and stakeholders (the

subject matter and questions coming from
the community directly at least twice a year)

Yes 12 60% 10 59% 22 59%

No 4 20% 5 29% 9 24%

No answer 4 20% 2 12% 6 16%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

The presence of an independent ombudsman
(an independent officer representing the

interest of the public by investigating and
addressing complaints)

Yes 0 0% 1 6% 1 3%

No 16 80% 13 76% 29 78%

No answer 4 20% 3 18% 7 19%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

The existence of a permanent local
community committee

Yes 8 40% 5 29% 13 35%

No 8 40% 9 53% 17 46%

No answer 4 20% 3 18% 7 19%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Representative(s) of local communities on
the Board of Directors

Yes 8 40% 1 6% 9 24%

No 8 40% 13 76% 21 57%

No answer 4 20% 3 18% 7 19%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

4.4. Local Communities’ Perceptions

Next to having a better understanding of the different public engagement mechanisms
applied by port managing bodies and terminal operators used to foster a relationship
with external stakeholders and local communities, respondents were asked about their
own perception regarding the impacts of their activities on external stakeholders and local
communities. Furthermore, the survey tries to assess, through closed-ended questions and
open-ended questions, whether the respondents track and quantify their impact on society
through local communities’ perceptions, or in other words, their social license to operate.

Results disclose that the respondents are positive in terms of self-reflection. In total,
70% of port managing bodies believe that their position within the local community has
improved or remained stable over the past five years. This figure is higher for terminal
operators (76%) (Table 4). No single participant believes that the position and the perception
of local communities towards its activities has deteriorated.

Accordingly, the respondents were asked how they perceive their own current level of
acceptance by their local communities. For this purpose, a 7-level Likert-scale has been
used (from 1 (=not generally accepted) to 7 (=very accepted)). The results are disclosed in
Figure 2.
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Table 4. Evolution in local communities’ perceptions towards respondents’ activities.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Over the past five years,
how have the

local communities’
perceptions towards

your activities evolved?

They have
improved 7 35% 8 47% 15 41%

They have
remained stable 7 35% 5 29% 12 32%

They have
deteriorated 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%

I don’t know/
It is unclear 2 10% 2 12% 4 11%

Other (please spec-
ify)/Comments 2 10% 1 6% 3 8%

No answer 2 10% 1 6% 3 8%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%
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Figure 2. Respondents’ perception of their current level of acceptance by the local communities (relative frequencies for
indicated scores from 1 to 7).

Regarding port managing bodies, 55% estimate their position within the local com-
munity as accepted (level 5). Out of the terminal operators, 47% perceive themselves as
accepted by their local communities. Nevertheless, 29% of terminal operators claim that
their current level of local communities’ acceptance is neutral (level 4). Similarly, respon-
dents were questioned whether they measure the perceptions of their local communities,
and whether they would engage in such measurement exercises if they had not actively
done it in the past (Table 5).
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Table 5. Perception measurement by the respondents.

Port Managing Body Terminal Operator Total

N N% N N% N N%

Measurement of
the communities’

perceptions towards
business/operations

Yes 9 45% 3 18% 12 32%

No 9 45% 13 76% 22 59%

No answer 2 10% 1 6% 3 8%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Would you consider
measuring the

communities’ perceptions
towards your

business/operations?

Yes 8 40% 6 35% 14 38%

No 2 10% 5 29% 7 19%

Not applicable 8 40% 3 18% 11 30%

No answer 2 10% 3 18% 5 14%

Total 20 100% 17 100% 37 100%

Perception assessment exercises are more applied by port managing bodies (45%)
compared to terminal operators (18%). In total, 32% of the respondents claim to engage
in perception measurement practices. The respondents provided different reasons and
incentives to engage in perception measurement: benchmarking against other waterfront
businesses, useful information for business and communication planning, understanding
the community needs, successful operations and growth, and being a good corporate citi-
zen. As a consequence, focus groups, telephone surveys, community workshops, the social
media, polling, and liaison committees are prominent methods applied by the respondents
in order to assess their social license to operate. However, 59% of the respondents do
not, by any means, assess the perception of their local communities. Respectively, 76% of
terminal operators and 45% of port managing bodies do not engage in such activities. The
respondents reported to lack knowledge and resources concerning existing measurement
methods and performance measures. Finally, different types of metrics, forming poten-
tial key social performance indicators, were proposed to the respondents. Respondents
were questioned on the relevancy of each metric to measure or assess local communities’
perceptions (Figure 3).Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 27 
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Figure 3. Metrics for perception measurement (relative frequencies of provided answers per metric).
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The relative frequency of “no answer” per proposed metric is high (from 11% to 50%
in some cases). Metrics for which more than 80% of answers have been provided are consid-
ered: the evolution of the number and types of complaints, the number of opportunities for
common reflection with local communities (meetings/events/actions), and the satisfaction
of local communities regarding interaction opportunities. The evolution of the number and
types of complaints is assumed and believed to be a strong metric amongst the respondents.
From 70% of port managing bodies to 82% of terminal operators believe that keeping
track of complaints is a reflection of society’s and local community’s level of acceptance.
Furthermore, port managing bodies report a high share (75%) on the satisfaction of local
communities regarding interaction opportunities. Terminal operators disclose a 65% share
with regards to the same metric. Regarding the number of opportunities for common
reflection with local communities (meetings/events/actions), respondents provided a
smaller share of positive answers compared to the previous metric. Respectively 50% of
port managing bodies and 59% of terminal operators assume this metric as relevant.

4.5. Value-Added and Barriers of Engaging with Local Communities

The conducted in-depth interviews provided valuable information concerning the
value added of engaging with local communities. Furthermore, the interviewees provided
insights regarding the different barriers having an impact on a port managing body’s ability
to connect and build a relationship with local communities.

Based on our interviews, the value added for port managing bodies can be translated
into three categories: Economical, environmental, and social. In economical terms, reaching
out to local communities and external stakeholders provides a better image for the par-
ticipant’s organisation, potentially boosting its activities and revenues, hence generating
wealth for the broader society.

“To the extent that regulation is always a cost, the more smoothly we can get
through a regulatory process as a result of a good approach to stakeholder
engagement, the better. That regulatory process in the end reduces cost, and we
think that it is a value to have the port take that on.”

(Port managing body interview participant 5)

Regarding the environmental value added, the fact that local communities are heard
and considered enables port authorities to adjust their strategy and take into consideration
actions to dampen their impact on the environment.

“It enables an advanced read on issues that are important to the community. There
are issues that are emerging. We want to know what neighbors are interested in
and concerned about (like traffic or air quality). We hope to get an early read-on
to that kind of things from individuals before it becomes a big issue.”

(Port managing body interview participant 5)

Finally, the social aspect is more general. Reaching out to local communities gives the
port managing body a chance to hear the local communities, and to adjust as a consequence.
It helps local communities to be educated about a certain topic. As a consequence, it enables
ports to create trust amongst their communities and be close to local communities’ concerns.

“Education and supporting education, exposing people to the maritime industry.”

(Port managing body interview participant 6)

“By doing so, it gives an indication of people’s perception concerning our activities.”

(Port managing body interview participant 1)

From our interviews, it can be concluded that the barriers to reach out to local com-
munities fall into two broad and distinct categories: internal and external barriers. Internal
barriers flow out of the port managing body’s organizational characteristics. Internal
resources in terms of financials and human capital are amongst the most frequent provided
reasons for not being able to perform outreach activities and engage in citizen participation
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practices. These findings are in line with earlier discussed results regarding the practice of
measuring the social license to operate. Furthermore, some respondents emphasize that
disbelief regarding public engagement mechanisms could exist within the organization.
Internally, some employees do not reckon the utility to reach out and build a relationship,
and potentially even oppose such decisions to do so.

“I really am, in essence, able to give money to a couple of economic development
and maritime stakeholders. And so, the neighborhood associations, the other
community stakeholders, the ones that at the end of the day are probably the
folks that might have a least favorable perception of our organization are not the
people I can give sponsorship dollars to.”

(Port managing body interview participant 4)

“I always have to tell my board that there is always so much we can do because
we don’t have more money and we don’t have more people.”

(Port managing body interview participant 8)

“Internally there is a bit of convincing to be done around the merits of public
engagement. If we go down this path does it mean that we are feeding our
decision-making according to our stakeholders? There is a lot of internal resis-
tance to that.”

(Port managing body interview participant 5)

Finally, external barriers are barriers arising from the local communities. Based on the
conducted interviews we conclude that (mis)trust is a significant issue for port managing
bodies. In the case that mistrust is present, local communities are not willing to collaborate
and cooperate with the port managing body. Mistrust is, based on our interviews, the
result of historical facts and negative impacts generated by the port.

“There is a lot of mistrust between the community and the port [ . . . ]. We are
not in a place where there is a lot of trust, we tend to go into communities and
hear about things that might have happened even generations ago. As the port
has come back online and started reactivating and building volumes there is
a resentment.”

(Port managing body interview participant 4)

5. Discussion

The power and influence of local communities on port activities has been documented
and researched in the past. This research paper aimed to explore the public engagement
practices and mechanisms applied by the North American port industry to foster a social
license to operate. To a further extent, the way and means by which North American
port managing bodies and terminal operators assess their impacts on society, through
local communities’ perception, have been examined. Our research was enabled via the
dissemination of a voluntary survey amongst port managing bodies and terminal operators
in North America and subsequent conducted in-depth interviews with North American
port managing bodies. Based on the results from the disseminated survey and performed
interviews, additional insights are gathered in light of this research.

Our findings indicate that the definition of local communities is controversial to a
certain extent. According to Notteboom and Winkelmans [7], community stakeholders are
guided by local rationality and opportunistic behavior, looking for their own individual
well-being above the well-being of a greater community. Such community stakeholders
are civil society organizations, the general public, the press and other non-market players.
Voyer and van Leeuwen [28] define two types of local community stakeholders: communi-
ties of place and communities of practice. The former is defined as geographically discrete
communities in the surroundings of an industry such as neighbors and indigenous people.
The latter corresponds to stakeholders having shared ideas and interests with a certain
industry, being particularly vocal in case of industrial developments. Examples are non-
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governmental organisations (NGOs) and user groups. As a consequence of these different
existing definitions, the participants to our survey were asked to identify stakeholders that
could be considered part of their local communities. Furthermore, the participants were
invited to share their level of consideration for every local community stakeholder they
previously identified. As a result, communities being geographically close to a port’s or
terminal’s surroundings are the most frequently identified local community stakeholder
and similarly, the highest considered local community stakeholder amongst the respon-
dents. This definition and identification of local community stakeholders is line with the
marine environment and port management literature [7,28]. Nevertheless, results further
disclose that, in comparison to existing definitions in the literature, market players (clients,
suppliers, etc.) are identified and considered by the respondents as local community stake-
holder as well. This actually implies a broader definition of local communities compared
to the existing marine environment and port management literature [7,28]. However, no
further major differences in local community’s delineation have been found between North
American port managing bodies and terminal operators and the literature on the topic.
The retrieved and gathered results show that the respondents tend to broadly define their
local community stakeholders, being the local communities with whom the respondents
potentially publicly engage. The pure definition of local community stakeholders is depen-
dent on every actor’s own situation. This has a number of managerial implications for each
port managing body and terminal operator. In order to be able to effectively assess their
position against local communities, it is of crucial importance to consistently define the
scope and the different actors of this stakeholder group. The pure nature and definition of
local community stakeholders is not static but dynamic, evolving over time. A frequent
assessment and redefinition of one’s local communities is thus vital.

The use and application of public engagement mechanisms targeted towards local
communities in the North American port industry is diverse and extensive, as previous
results disclose for seaports [23]. Above all, social media channels as a communication
tool are popular amongst the survey respondents. Furthermore, the results emphasize
that the disclosure of a strategic plan and sustainability report by North American port
managing bodies is a frequent practice. On the other hand, terminal operators are less
engaged in the active disclosure of their environmental and societal impacts, and to a lesser
extent of their strategic vision. Our results are in line with previous research performed
regarding sustainability reporting by port managing bodies. Dooms [8] emphasizes the
increased application of sustainability reporting in the port industry, as a way of assessing
the societal and environmental impacts of port activities on stakeholders. Recent research
performed by Geerts and Dooms [58] also confirms that reporting on sustainable practices
and triple-bottom line performance in the port industry is gaining popularity in recent
years. However, the reasons for differences between port managing bodies and terminal
operators on this practice are further to be researched. Possible reasons could lie in the
organizations’ size and scale, and the geographical position of terminal operators within
the vicinity of a port cluster itself, physically distancing it from local communities to a
certain extent.

Explorative questions relating to self-perception and perception measurement prac-
tices proved to provide interesting results for discussion. In terms of self-perception the
respondents are rather positive than negative. No single participant believes that its
position and the acceptance of local communities towards its activities has deteriorated
over the last years. Nevertheless, the self-perception can differ depending on the exter-
nal stakeholder considered. One particular comment of a port managing body confirms
this statement:

“It is very complicated, it is an evolving relationship as there are many different
groups and audiences in the local community, some have improved and some
have deteriorated, you can’t lump all of the different facets and stakeholders into
one group, it is much too nuanced.”

(Port managing body survey participant)
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Similarly, when the respondents are asked to reflect on their present level of acceptance
by their local communities the figures present a tendency towards high levels of consid-
eration and acceptance. However, these figures do not reflect the actual position of port
managing bodies and terminal operators vis-à-vis local communities. Local communities’
perceptions can only truly and effectively be assessed through specific mechanisms de-
signed for such exercise and by local communities themselves. As a consequence, responses
have been gathered relating to this subject. Results disclose that the perceptions of local
communities are measured and captured by a minority of port managing bodies and termi-
nal operators. These findings have a managerial implication. More specifically, through
aggregation of the results, we find that a majority of respondents do not actively engage in
the measurement of local communities’ perceptions, however, considers being accepted by
them. The respondents even assume that the acceptance of local communities towards their
activities have improved. Moreover, the strategic importance of such measurement exercise
is stressed by the respondents throughout the survey (e.g., useful for benchmarking and
planning), meaning that the effective and accurate application of a social license to operate
measurement practice is therefore desired and essential. The aggregation of these findings
forms a paradox as a consequence. Furthermore, the methods used and mentioned by the
respondents to capture the perception of their local communities (focus groups, telephone
surveys, etc.) imply a high level of subjectivism, and do not allow to quantify and to capture
the essence of the social license to operate. No formal and adequate procedure to quantify
the social license to operate is performed by the respondents. The reason for this is the
lack of available financial and human capital means to port managing bodies and terminal
operators. Furthermore, the lack of knowledge regarding the subject is also a reason for not
engaging in such measurement exercise. The respondents are not informed about existing
valid social license to operate measurement methods in the literature (technical ones—see
Thomson and Boutilier [44], and vulgarized ones—see Black [59]). However, one could
argue that these methods are not tailored to the port industry and its unique setting.

These findings are in line with the performed interviews with port managing bodies
in this research. While the lack of internal resources (financial and human capital means) is
the most frequently provided reason, the diverging beliefs and opinions within the port
managing body’s structure regarding the subject of the social license to operate also form a
barrier. This highlights the need to better define the concept and educate organizational
members on the topic. From an external perspective, the most noted issue is mistrust
resulting from historical facts and negative impacts caused by the port managing bodies.
It has further been noted that the value-added (economical, environmental, and social)
for engaging with local communities is in line with the findings of Dooms [8] in terms of
sustainability performance of port managing bodies and the port industry as a whole.

Finally, the evolution of the number and types of complaints, the number of opportuni-
ties for common reflection with local communities and the satisfaction of local communities
regarding interaction opportunities are regarded by the respondents as relevant metrics to
assess local communities’ perceptions towards their activities. These findings are in line
with previous findings by Deforche et al. [35]. The question here is whether the aforemen-
tioned metrics fundamentally capture the essence of local communities’ perceptions and a
social license to operate. This thought is expressed through the following statement of one
the survey participants:

“A company can’t be judged by how much of something it does (e.g., community
investment or communication), but only by how those actions are perceived by
the target (i.e., the community).”

(Terminal operator survey participant)

6. Conclusions

The findings of our research, and its limitations, provide some insightful implications
for future research and decision-makers. First, while an extensive sample of participants
has been selected, with a satisfactory response level for a study in the port industry, only a
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limited number of responses have been collected. Increasing the number of participants and
subsequent responses will provide a stronger basis for generalization of the results. Second,
the survey has been disseminated among North American port managing bodies and
port authorities. In consequence, this research could be geographically extended to other
regions, allowing for a better representativeness of the situation in the port industry and
further benchmarking between different regions. Furthermore, the theoretical models of
Rowe and Frewer [51] and Moffat and Zhang [54] used to design the survey in this research
respectively find their roots in other fields than the port industry and port management
literature. As a consequence, it would be valuable to determine a typology of public
engagement mechanisms [51] and a model of critical elements influencing the creation of a
social license to operate [54], unique to the port industry. Finally, our findings disclose the
necessity to conduct further research regarding the quantification of the social license to
operate. Few attempts have been made in order to measure and to quantify the perception
of local communities regarding the activities of port clusters. The empirical applications
within the mining industry form a good basis on which further work and generalization
towards the port industry can be made. Today, close collaboration between port managing
bodies and their respective local communities, and the development of in-depth knowledge
on the topic is essential. In order to assess a port’s sustainability score, and more particularly
its social sustainability score, local communities’ perceptions need to be evaluated and
tracked in order to create an additional layer improving stakeholder management in ports.
Therefore, it is important to raise awareness regarding the importance of the social license
to operate in ports, its quantification and the application of sustainability strategies that
confer an actual social license to operate.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Academic literature on the social license to operate in the marine environment literature and the port management literature.

Field Author (Year) Research Methods Results Recommendations

Marine
environment literature

Cullen-Knox et al. [39]

A study describing the
mechanisms by which the
social license to operate is

gained or lost and the
influence on public policy

and management
decisions-making processes

Expert interviews, text
analysis and case study

interviews with
key stakeholders

The social license to operate is
dynamic and has importance in

progressive discourse
regarding the use of resources.

Decision-making has to be
flexible since the social license to

operate changes
how government

responds to societal demands.

Kelly et al. [40]

A review of the use of the
term ‘social license to operate’

in the marine
environment literature

Literature searches using
three databases

The concept of social license to
operate and use of word is

emerging in the marine sector.

The social license to operate may
have potential to guarantee
engagement in case marine

management is designed in a
way that social uses and interests

can be appropriately
accommodated.

Voyer and van Leeuwen [28]

An assessment of the social
license to operate of the Blue

Economy, an ocean based
economic growth model

Interviews, a survey and a
workshop with the ocean

business community

The social license to operate is
operationalized using technical

strategies and one-way
engagement strategies.

Active and critical engagement
related to shared responsibilities
of public and private actors in the

Blue Economy is required to
build and maintain a social

license to operate. Furthermore,
appropriate methods should be
found to understand, manage

and monitor a social
license to operate.

Kelly et al. [41]

An exploration of the social
license to operate’s practical

application in the case of
marine protected areas. In
this regard, a perception

study of marine stakeholders
in Tasmania

has been performed.

Q-method and
semi-structured interviews of

marine stakeholders
in Tasmania

The social license to operate for
marine protected areas is

highly nuanced.
Commonalities and shared

perspectives have been
identified that can be useful for

further marine
management development.

The social license to operate is a
promising future tool for marine
management improvement. The
application of Q-method in the
context of the social license to

operate might be interesting for
future research.
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Table A1. Cont.

Field Author (Year) Research Methods Results Recommendations

Port
management literature

Ircha [42]

A review of public
engagement initiatives

carried out by Canadian and
international port clusters

aimed at obtaining and
maintaining a social

license to operate

Web-search of selected
Canadian and

international ports

The presence of an active
interaction with local

communities of surveyed
Canadian and

international ports.

It is essential for ports to balance
their broad commercial functions
with a social license to operate.

Deforche et al. [33]
A perception-based research
of local communities of the

Port of Antwerp

Interviews and focus groups
with local community

stakeholders

Local communities’ experiences
and perceptions need to be
quantified and disclosed.

The disclosure of the assessment
and quantification of the social

license to operate under the form
of an indicator would contribute

to an even stronger
social license to operate

Dooms [8]

An exploratory study linking
and integrating triple bottom

line performance with the
social license to operate

Grounded
theory/exploratory
qualitative research

A conceptual framework and
matrix assessing triple bottom
line performance against the

social license to operate.

The proposed framework is
suitable in case port managing
bodies have a strong autonomy

and local ownership.
Furthermore, the measurement
of the social license to operate

could improve triple bottom line
reporting. Nevertheless,

attention is needed regarding the
subjectivism of a social license to
operate indicator since additional
research is required to develop a

perception-based indicator.
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Appendix B

Table A2. Categorisation of questions based on public engagement types.

Question Close-Ended Public Engagement Type

Does your port or company website have a section
dedicated to the local communities? Close-ended Public communication

Which type of information is available on your website to allow the local
community to interact? Please specify. Open-ended Public consultation

Which of the following communication tools do you have available?

- A publicly available sustainability report/environmental
report/corporate social responsibility report Close-ended Public communication

- A publicly available strategic plan Close-ended Public communication

- A newsletter oriented towards the local communities Close-ended Public communication

- A dedicated website page about sustainability, corporate social
responsibility and/or local communities Close-ended Public communication

- A TV/YouTube channel Close-ended Public communication

- Any social media account (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, other); Close-ended Public communication

- Other Open-ended Depending on the generated answer. To be determined.

Do you register/keep track of complaints? Close-ended Public consultation

- If so, do you have a formal feedback/follow-up process in place? Close-ended Public consultation

What types of local community engagement techniques do you apply?

- Regular meetings with the port’s or company’s community and
stakeholders (the subject matter and questions coming from the

community directly at least twice a year)
Close-ended Public participation

- The presence of an independent ombudsman
(an independent officer representing the interest of the public by

investigating and addressing complaints)
Close-ended Public participation

- The existence of a permanent local community committee Close-ended Public participation

- Representative(s) of local communities on the Board of Directors Close-ended Public participation

- Financial support of local community initiatives Close-ended Public communication



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2543 23 of 25

Table A2. Cont.

Question Close-Ended Public Engagement Type

- The organisation of workshops regarding the port’s or company’s
operations and related social/environmental impacts Close-ended Public communication

- Port or company open days Close-ended Public communication

- A port or company visitor/information centre open to the general public Close-ended Public communication

- Other Open-ended Depending on the generated answer. To be determined.

Do you organize direct local community consultation(s) before any
decision or approval to submit or proceed with a project involving

strategic decisions with possible significant impacts on a community?
Close-ended Public participation

Do you maintain the communication established with your local
communities beyond the approval phase of a project

(i.e., throughout the project’s duration and/or subsequently)?
Close-ended Public participation
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