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Abstract 
 

Legitimacy affects questions on constitutional design, international political regimes, and 

specific policy sectors. Although it permeates society at various levels, legitimacy becomes 

particularly crucial when decisions hold long-term or permanent consequences. In democratic 

societies, decisions on electoral reform or constitutional amendments typically include various 

checks and balances to increase the legitimacy of the outcome and similarly, on a smaller scale, 

resource development also undergoes of series of checks and balances to improve legitimacy. I 

investigate one such resource development, mineral extraction, to look at key factors of input, 

throughput, and output legitimacy in a policy sector with long-term or permanent outcomes. 

If the strength of the input legitimacy (democratic, participatory quality) is high, then a 

deficit of output legitimacy (decisions, outcomes) can be overlooked – and vice-versa. This 

interpretation of legitimacy focuses on the decision-making process and the outcomes, but with 

the active role companies take in mining operations it becomes critical to consider the non-state 

actors involved in the process. To address this additional piece of this equation, throughput 

legitimacy is utilized to analyze the effect of relationships in policy decisions. By looking at the 

quality of interaction, this thesis investigates where throughput fits within the three dimensions 

of legitimacy in the mining sector.  

Using interview and survey data from Sweden and Canada, this research in this thesis 

addresses both theoretical and empirical issues. Theoretically, the effect of multiple actors on the 

policy process legitimacy of policy processes are explored. Using the input, throughput, and 

output legitimacy trichotomy provides a basis through which to investigate the changes 

engendered by different governance arrangements and their effect on legitimacy. When support 

for policy also depends on activity outside the formal processes of government, the implications 

for legitimacy change – creating a new theoretical criterion. Empirically, the qualities and factors 

that affect the legitimacy of a process are identified. The findings of this thesis provide insight on 

future process designs; understanding the relationship between participation, interaction, and 

outcomes in resource development processes and the factors critical to legitimacy emerges and 

endures. 

 

Keywords: Legitimacy, Governance, Mining, Resource Development 

 



ii 

 

  



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

To my colleagues. My supervisors, Simon Matti, Sverker Jagers, and Karin Beland Lindahl, for 

their sage advice and generous support throughout my doctoral studies. This thesis would not 

have been realized without them. My fellow political scientists in Luleå, the time and knowledge 

shared during my studies has been invaluable and I look forward to the opportunity to continue 

to work together. My research colleague, Thomas Ejdemo, for serving as my navigator in the 

early days. And to my compatriots of the PSBC, Stefan Linde and Jens Nilsson, it has been a 

pleasure to get to know both of you; having friends as colleagues makes the journey much more 

enjoyable. 

 

And to my family. My grandfather, G. Harold Poelzer, who was instrumental in guiding me 

through my academic career. My grandmother, Frances Poelzer, whose support make my pursuit 

of post-secondary education possible. My grandparents, Fred and Shirley Espiritu, for their 

continued encouragement and support in all my endeavours. My brother, Maximillian Poelzer, 

for constantly challenging me, particularly on politics. My father, Greg Poelzer, for opening the 

opportunities that lead me here. My mother, Anna Poelzer, for the constant push to work to my 

potential. 

 

Finally, to Darci, Emma, and Elinor. Thank you for coming to Sweden with me, I could not have 

done this without you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

 

  



v 

 

List of Papers 

 

I 

Koivurova, T., Buanes, A., Riabova, L., Didyk, V., Ejdemo, T., Poelzer, G. A., Taavo, P., Lesser, 

P. (2015). ‘Social license to operate’: a relevant term in Northern European mining? Polar 

Geography, 38 (3), 194–227. 

 

This is the authors accepted manuscript of an article published as the version of record in Polar 

Geography in November 2015. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1088937X.2015.1056859 

 

II 

Poelzer, G. A., & Ejdemo, T. (2018). Too Good to be True? The Expectations and Reality of Mine 

Development in Pajala, Sweden. Arctic Review on Law and Politics, 9, 3–24. 

 

This is the authors accepted manuscript of an article published as the version of record in Arctic 

Review on Law and Politics in February 2018. http://dx.doi.org/10.23865/arctic.v9.674 

 

III 

Poelzer, G. A. & Yu, S. Trust the Process: Community Development and Legitimacy in Northern 

Mining Projects. 

 

Submitted to journal for review. 

 

IV 

Poelzer, G. A. A View from the Top: State Perspectives on Legitimacy and the Mine Development 

Process. 

 

Submitted to journal for review. 

  



vi 

 

  



vii 

 

Table of Contents 

 

1. Introduction ....................................................................................................................1 

2. Research Aim .................................................................................................................7 

3. Theoretical Framework ..................................................................................................9 

I. Legitimacy – Descriptive versus Normative .......................................................................... 9 

II. Governance ............................................................................................................................. 16 

III. A Legitimacy Trichotomy ...................................................................................................... 25 

4. Research Design...........................................................................................................32 

5. Publications ..................................................................................................................45 

6. Results ..........................................................................................................................48 

7. Discussion ....................................................................................................................55 

8. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................60 

9. References ....................................................................................................................61 

 

 

  



viii 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Do not imagine, comrades, that leadership is a pleasure! 
On the contrary, it is a deep and heavy responsibility. 
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1. Introduction 

Legitimacy is fundamental to the organization of society. With legitimacy, the state has the 

authority to achieve its goals with low resistance to its decisions which, in turn, builds the 

foundation for compliance and support. Without legitimacy, state actors encounter greater 

resistance to, and acceptance of, its decisions and governing becomes difficult, and in extreme 

cases coercion, not authority, is the form of power to ensure compliance. Legitimacy matters. It is 

impossible to contemplate public acceptance on matters from state-level questions on 

constitutional or electoral design, to issues of international political regimes and supranational 

authorities, to governance of policy sectors and specific policy questions, without first answering: 

Is this process, institution or policy legitimate? Although it permeates society at various levels, 

legitimacy becomes particularly crucial when decisions hold long-term or permanent 

consequences. In democratic societies, decisions on electoral reform or constitutional 

amendments typically include various checks and balances to increase the legitimacy of the final 

outcome and similarly, on a smaller scale, resource development also undergoes of series of 

checks and balances to improve legitimacy. This thesis investigates one such resource 

development, mineral extraction, to look at factors of participation, interaction, and outcomes 

related legitimacy in a policy sector with long-term or permanent outcomes. 

To gain peaceful compliance, legitimacy is required. Legitimacy connects abstract norms to 

concrete reality; when decisions and their consequences fall short of the expectations of affected 

actors, compliance decreases and authority wanes (Beetham, 2013; Tyler, 2006; Bodansky, 1999). 

Thus, legitimacy stands as one of the most important problems for investigation within political 

science. The organization of society rests firmly on established rules – codified and tacit; 

legitimacy represents a critical test for those tasked with implementing and enforcing these rules. 

As such, it provides a necessary measure of qualification for those making decisions, particularly 

ones with far-reaching effects – simply, to expect adherence to rules, the rules themselves and 

those creating them must hold legitimacy. 

In democracies, a claim of legitimacy often accompanies a decision, particularly in highly 

contentious cases with strongly dissenting views. The United States claimed legitimacy for the 

sake of safety when passing the Patriot Act to increase police powers; France claimed legitimacy 

based on national secular norms and values when introducing the Act prohibiting face 

concealment in public. This raises important questions on how one should try to validate such 
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claims and what makes some claims more valid than others. Validation requires identifying the 

source of legitimacy; those affected by the decisions. Dictators crush minority uprisings, 

convincing the masses of the urgent need to preserve state security; theocrats enforce the use of 

religious garb and punish detractors accordingly, deferring to divine inspiration. Wielding power 

in this manner may indeed assert authority over others, but this relationship makes it less likely 

that those in power will achieve their goals without the threat of force (Buchanan, 2002; Beetham, 

29:2013).  

These types of rationale hold little water in democratic societies. For contemporary 

democracies, the enfranchised public expects elected officials to make decisions that reflect 

public sentiment while, at the same time, acting within the law, following legislative protocol, 

and considering societal norms (Dahl, 1971; Bodansky, 1999; Beetham and Lord, 1998; Beetham, 

2013). In this type of relationship, the powerful only hold power if the electorate deem them 

worthy and this represents legitimacy through a straight forward relationship – support for a 

political regime and its right to govern (Hanberger, 2003:268; Coicaud, 2002:10). But not all 

political arrangements are this simple. The task of ensuring legitimacy encounters challenges for 

a variety of reasons: national versus local interests, multiethnic differences on societal norms, 

state and non-state authority, legal interpretation, among other cleavages. Accounting for a 

variety of perspectives by understanding the expectations of affected actors remains key because 

decisions viewed as legitimate not only enjoy higher levels of compliance but even active support; 

an influencing factor for the effectiveness of future decisions (Tyler, 2006; Beetham, 2013; Smith, 

2007; Wallner, 2009; Bäckstrand, 2006; Lipset, 1981). Legitimacy means the difference between 

the success or failure of policy and governments. Thus, in combination, compliance and support 

provide significant incentive for governments not only to hold power, but to also maintain 

support when contentious policy decisions must be made. Given the critical influence legitimacy 

plays in understanding the effectiveness of authority, in this thesis my broad objective is to 

examine this question: How is legitimacy achieved? 

Studies on legitimacy span all manners of political life. These studies fall into more classic 

issues of political science and the legitimacy of large scale institutions which includes 

governance at the international level, including supranational organizations and structures 

(Buchanan & Keohane, 2006; Bernstein, 2011); the design of nation-states, including 

constitutions, elections, and other core tenets of a regime (Bodansky, 1999; Beetham and Lord, 
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1998); and the European Union parliament and authority at the regional level (Skogstad, 2011; 

Greenwood, 2007). And, at the other end of the scale, legitimacy studies also investigate local 

governance and authority (Doberstein and Millar, 2014; Tyler, 2006), looking at the inner 

workings and relationships of decision-making. Legitimacy research also explores specific policy 

sectors and the values that drive attitudes in specific policy proposals or projects, including 

resource development (Pellikka and Sandström, 2011). Investigating the legitimacy of resource 

development is particularly critical because of the long-term or permanent consequences. 

To ensure compliance throughout the duration of policy or project, the process of reaching a 

decision and the resulting outcomes requires the recognition, understanding, and response to 

different sets of expectations. Because the extraction of natural resources elicits a spectrum of 

perspectives and their respective ability to express support or dissent, the task of gaining 

legitimacy becomes more complex through the involvement of more actors and creation of new 

relationships – all critical in the consideration of decisions with long-term implications. Mining 

embodies many of these complexities. Government and company both engage in activities to 

legitimize their respective positions and, therefore, affected actors must consider both when 

assessing the acceptability of a mine. The range of issues encompassed in the mining industry 

further exacerbates the complexity of these relationships. Economic development versus 

environmental conservation, national interest versus local benefits, and societal transformation 

versus cultural preservation all serve as points of divergence amongst actors involved in and 

affected by mining development (Bebbington and Williams 2008; Anguelovski 2011; 

Arellano-Yanguas 2011). Normatively, the compatibility of mining with sustainability continues 

to drive much of the debate – whether the activity is a relic of our past and alternatives ought to 

be sought or it remains a staple of the future economy (McMahon & Remy, 2001). Mining 

demands the recognition of various interests to move projects forward without resistance. In 

cases with significant legitimacy deficits, open contestation can occur. From orderly objections 

raised during public consultations to blockades and mass protest, negative reactions to mining 

take many forms and, in some cases, hold important repercussions for the viability of the project. 

In any policy issue with competing interests, winners emerge; mining is no different. But the path 

to determining the winners matters significantly in the response from those affected – when the 

decision making, and its results, deviate significantly from the norm and fail to meet any 

expectations, the potential for strong negative reaction emerges (Bäckstrand, 2006; Matti, 2009). 



Extracting Legitimacy 

4 
 

Thus, in policy sectors where some actors will inevitably fail to see their goals realized, 

legitimacy is useful to maintain the integrity of the system. 

As the mining industry underwent a renaissance during the 2000s, Western countries once 

again became viable locations for new projects. Commodity prices grew due to the boom of 

industrialization in China which precipitated the expansion of transnational mining corporations 

and establishment of junior exploration companies (Humphreys, 2015). For jurisdictions that 

possessed natural resources with revenue potential, the incentive to bring them to market was 

understandably high and legislation typically reflected this incentive. The combination of 

favourable investment climate and attractive, stable regulatory frameworks allowed both large, 

transnational and small, junior companies to find opportunities to develop new mines. However, 

because the significant attention the mining industry received during this period also meant that 

significant scrutiny accompanied (ibid, 2015). While criticism of industry practices are not new, 

novel strategies for mitigating and preventing contestation push companies to the fore. Rather 

than working to meet the regulatory requirements, many mining companies now engage with 

local communities to foster relationships with the goal to gain and maintain legitimacy. The 

mining industry refers to this engagement as Social License to Operate (SLO) (Franks & Cohen, 

2012). 

A basic definition of SLO is the requirement for a company to hold broad, on-going approval 

toward its prospective or operating mine (Thomson and Boutilier, 2011). Introduced in the 1990s 

as the mining industry’s response to irresponsible corporate practices that neglected the societal 

impacts of mining, SLO rode the wave of the global mining boom in the late 2000s. Today, the 

term is reaching a point of ubiquity in the industry. As a result, some mining companies now 

engage in more community communication and outreach - bargains between companies and 

communities are now more commonplace to help facilitate the development or expansion of 

mines.  

In the same manner that government seeks legitimacy by increasing inclusivity in 

decision-making and connecting revenue to maintaining and improving services, mining 

companies seek social license by promising jobs and business development, along with improved 

infrastructure. Thus, important parallels between legitimacy and social license exist. This thesis 

looks at factors both within and beyond formal structures and processes matter when assessing 

the legitimacy of the state, while also recognizing the influence of informal rules and processes 
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matches the activities and goals related to SLO. Looking at the combination of these concepts, 

legitimacy and SLO, not only reflects the empirical reality but adds an important theoretical layer 

to legitimacy and its relationship to governance.  

Shifting responsibilities in policy processes and decision-making is not a new phenomenon in 

political science (Peters and Pierre, 2008), governance and its many iterations constitute a sizable 

portion of research in the discipline, but the connection between legitimacy and governance 

remains relatively novel. This thesis looks specifically at this connection and the effect the 

interrelated activities of government and market plays on the expectations and perceptions of 

involved and affected parties – both on the development and operation sides. One way to 

conceptualize the balance of interests for the question of legitimacy is through the input-output 

dichotomy.  

If the strength of the input legitimacy (democratic, participatory quality) is high, then a deficit 

of output legitimacy (decisions, outcomes) can be overlooked – and vice-versa (Scharpf, 1999). 

This interpretation of legitimacy focuses on the decision-making process and the outcomes, but 

with the more active role companies take during development of the mine it becomes critical to 

consider both the non-state actors involved in the process and the nature of their activities. To 

address this additional piece of this equation, throughput legitimacy is utilized to analyze the 

more nuanced and complex relationships (Schmidt, 2013). Throughput legitimacy recognizes the 

quality of interaction. Understanding the relationship between these conceptions of legitimacy, 

particularly where or whether throughput fits within the spectrum, lends well to the investigation 

of the mining industry where actors establish a wider range of relationships which all influence 

the perception of the mine.  

The objective of understanding how to achieve legitimacy in the context of the mining 

industry addresses both theoretical and empirical issues pertinent to understanding some of the 

critical questions for political scientists today. Theoretically, the range of relationships that affect 

the legitimacy of policy processes are explored. Using the input, throughput, and output 

trichotomy provides a basis through which to explore changes engendered by new forms of 

governance which alter our understanding of legitimacy. Given that legitimacy plays a significant 

role in the level of success of policy processes, when decision-making occurs outside the 

traditional hierarchy of government the implications for legitimacy change – creating a new 

theoretical criterion. Empirically, the qualities and factors that affect the legitimacy of a process 
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are identified. The findings of this thesis provide insight on future process designs, balancing 

participation, interaction, and outcomes to development frameworks that ensure legitimizing 

qualities emerge and endure. 

This thesis continues as follows. First, it discusses the aim of the thesis, a description of the 

overarching focus of the thesis and what it intends to accomplish. Second, it provides an 

overview of the theoretical literature on legitimacy and how considering new governance 

arrangements serve as the basis for the research moving forward. Third, it describes the research 

design; laying out a series of research questions that provide the blueprint for the included articles 

and the methodology employed to answer these questions. Fourth, it provides a brief description 

of each of the articles and their respective contributions to the aim of this thesis. Finally, it 

discusses the overall findings of the thesis, including the importance of this research with respect 

to its contribution to the field of political science and legitimacy theory while, at the same time, 

noting the importance for resource development and decision-making processes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Poelzer 
 

7 
 

2. Research Aim 

Building upon the connection between legitimacy and resource development, this thesis 

focuses on the factors that affect legitimacy within the policy process in the context of the mining 

industry. Policy decisions with long-term consequences elucidate the complexity legitimacy 

while input, throughput, and output legitimacy account for the complexity of governance 

systems. 

As stated in the introduction, legitimacy leads to greater compliance and support - both 

important when considering an issue like resource development. For any country focused on 

generating revenue through mineral extraction, the importance of connecting legitimacy and 

policy process with costs (political, economic, and social) becomes paramount. Mine 

development includes permission to explore, environmental reviews, public consultations, and 

final approval; because of the relatively broad scope of regulations, mining development requires 

coordination between a number of government ministries and agencies, corporations, interested 

organizations, and affected stakeholders. For this reason, a study and evaluation of mining 

development presents the opportunity to assess different interests, types of interaction, and the 

expectations they hold regarding process and outcomes – key factors in my investigation of 

legitimacy and central to the aim: Investigate the relationship between input, throughput, and 

output legitimacy in achieving legitimacy in natural resource development. 

This thesis answers this aim by providing insight on factors affecting legitimacy through 

different levels of analysis and perspectives, reflective of the input, throughput, output trichotomy 

and the range of actors involved in the mining sector. These answers are derived from four 

articles. The first article focuses on the relationships at the local level, looking specifically at the 

social license activities undertaken by mining companies and how they are perceived at the by 

affected local actors, including government. The second examines legitimacy from the 

perspective of affected actors at the local level, differentiating specifically on factors that add or 

detract from legitimacy and social license on the input and output dimensions. The third takes a 

wider look at community perspectives on output legitimacy, its key factors, and the role 

throughput legitimacy plays in mediating these factors. The fourth shifts attention to the state and 

relationship between input and throughput legitimacy. In combination, these four articles account 

for the key relationships and factors of legitimacy related to mining policy. 

The following section provides an overview of some of the established work on legitimacy. It 
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first outlines various definitions of legitimacy and draw upon key elements to create the working 

definition used to address the aim, inform the research questions, and guide the articles. It then 

discusses governance and how it fits within the question of legitimacy, particularly within the 

mining sector and the concept of SLO. And the concluding section provides an overview of input, 

throughput, and output legitimacy, explain how these three conceptions of legitimacy fit with 

governance, and produce a framework with which to assess legitimacy and produce more specific 

research questions. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

Legitimacy allows people to accomplish their goals without force or coercion. But defining 

how and when legitimacy is reached remains a highly debated and contentious topic. Further 

complicated by the changes to political decision making, the challenges to attaining legitimacy 

grow. The emergence of new governance structures forces political theorists to rethink the nature 

of legitimacy and its implications for institutional arrangements that could end up perpetuating 

legitimacy deficits. This thesis develops a definition of legitimacy, based on previous theoretical 

work, and applies this definition to different levels of analysis. 

In this section, I first examine the concept of legitimacy, looking at its historical development 

within the social sciences, its importance to political science in theory and practice, and the 

impact governance bears on determining legitimacy. Then, I move into more specific applications 

of legitimacy, particularly as they relate to the mining industry. This includes the relationship 

between companies and local communities, the economic expectations of local residents 

compared to the economic reality, the views of key policy actors on existing mining development 

processes compared to their values on policy process characteristics, and, finally, the views of 

policy actors compared to those of the general public. 

 

I. Legitimacy – Descriptive versus Normative 

This thesis first addresses some of older legitimacy theories and argues why more 

contemporary work by Beetham, Tyler, Suchmann, and Gibson among others better answers the 

new questions created by new governance arrangements. A significant portion of the theoretical 

underpinnings of legitimacy in political science can be attributed to Max Weber. His seminal 

work on legitimacy relates the existence of legitimacy to the public perception and, from this 

point of departure, identified three legitimizing sources: tradition, charisma, and rational-legal 

(Weber, 1968). He identifies tradition or charisma as the sources of legitimacy for forms of 

authority such as autocracies and oligarchies, often short lived (1978:954). In these two sources 

of legitimacy, tremendous focus falls upon the leader or leaders. With legitimacy tied to tradition, 

authority often comes from historical beliefs, factors such as faith and lineage determines the 

individual in power. Authority figures, and their respective decisions, derive legitimacy from the 

deeply held beliefs of the people they rule. Importantly, the beliefs often make a connection 

between divine inspiration and leadership, undermining the ability to criticize the substance of 
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decisions. Thus, if subordinates agree that this method of establishing authority remains sufficient, 

the legitimacy of the leadership continues. For charismatic legitimacy similar attention is placed 

on the individual, but circumstance plays a preeminent role in determining leadership. This 

category of legitimacy relates to the skill of the individual to craft a narrative convincing enough 

to gain the support of the people and often this narrative aims to take advantage of current events, 

typically hardships. Therefore, this type of legitimacy requires the perpetuation of this narrative 

or the development of new ones and if these begin to fail, authority wanes. For these two styles of 

regimes that rely on anachronistic forms of authority, tracing the source of legitimacy comes 

easily; but a third, rational-legal authority, found in representative democracies (1978:954), holds 

higher demands for legitimacy. This category shifts emphasis from the individual to title and 

office, particularly the rules that grant holders of that office power to create and enforce laws; a 

legitimacy more representative of modern democracy and its legislative tradition. Stronger 

resilience comes with a rational-legal legitimacy as the rules persist despite change in personnel. 

However, all three types rest on a definition of legitimacy that only requires individuals to 

perceive the authority as legitimate, regardless of whether congruence exists between their values 

and the actions of the authority. Perhaps more worrying, figures in positions of authority may 

devote more attention to convincing the subordinate their style of leadership is warranted rather 

than the substance of their decisions. This type of legitimacy is referred to as descriptive or social 

legitimacy (Beetham, 2013). However, because of the limitations of descriptive approach and the 

interest in operationalization of legitimacy, some call for more analytical tools beyond the Weber 

framework. 

Beetham argues that the Weberian definition of legitimacy creates self-sufficient types of 

legitimacy, thus it loses the ability to serve a strong analytical or explanatory role (2013:23). He 

contends that that Weber limits the study of legitimacy to simply a “belief in legitimacy” and that 

this fails to adequately measure when and how legitimacy is achieved. One of the limiting factors 

in looking at the belief in legitimacy is that it falls subject to manipulation. Those in power may 

effectively convince others that their interests are considered and reflected in policy and then 

legitimacy merely depends on whether people buy into that message, a clear separation from the 

actual substance of the policy. This rejection of a descriptive approach to legitimacy is echoed 

more forcefully by those who advocate for conditions to legitimacy. Habermas (1979) makes the 

point that in any legitimacy theory requires some level of abstraction in order to judge historical 
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instances of authority. This distinction between a perception of legitimacy and a prescription for 

legitimacy is the long-standing distinction between social legitimacy and normative legitimacy.  

On the other end of the spectrum, proponents of normative legitimacy claim it delivers 

stronger scrutiny. To achieve legitimacy, the rules and activities of those in positions of authority 

must reflect a set of standards. Those on the normative side of legitimacy turn to boundaries and 

benchmarks (Weatherford, 1992). One of the most straight-forward methods for establishing 

these rules for society is through a written code, laws. Convention also plays a role in setting the 

rules, but not to the same extent as laws. Importantly, adherence and deference to these laws 

creates a structure that self-reinforces. The rules become central to legitimacy as all citizens, no 

matter how powerful or weak, must obey. Contravention of the law equates to illegitimate 

behaviour. Thus, when the actions of those in authority respect the boundaries outlined in the law, 

it fosters acceptance towards political authority. For Rawls (1993), legitimacy relates to the right 

of political authorities to create rules that demand obedience. Importantly, obedience follows not 

because of their intrinsic value, but because the rules represent a set of laws that reasonable 

citizens can accept. Reasonable citizens can accept the enforcement of these rules. This 

interpretation of legitimacy looks to the legitimate creation of authority; therefore, if political 

institutions lose legitimacy then the necessity to comply diminishes.  

However, this leads to further questions regarding the legitimacy of actual decisions made by 

political institutions. Dworkin (1986) argues that although legitimate authority may exist, this 

does not necessitate obedience and, in that case, further normative criteria should be addressed 

(Buchanan, 2002). In this interpretation, legitimacy relates to the relatively abstract, and deeply 

contested, concepts of justice and fairness. Rawls argues, however, that the bar to achieve 

legitimacy sits lower than that of justice (1993), elaborating further that categorizing a 

government as legitimate – due mostly to its adherence to the rules - does not necessarily equate 

to a just government. These types of distinctions and discrepancies within the normative field 

make empirical work on the topic of legitimacy daunting.  

Looking back to Beetham’s critique of Weber, if the social legitimacy approach remains 

constrained as a descriptive tool that measures perception, the relationship between rulers and 

subordinates requires deeper analysis and understanding. This requires an application of some 

normative elements to remedy the superficiality problem of descriptive legitimacy. Thus, 

determining the norms, particularly those that pertain to specific policy areas, contributes part of 
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the legitimacy picture, but the complete pictures requires an elaboration on why these norms hold 

value. In order to accomplish this, legitimacy must be “justified in terms of” their (those affected 

by authority) beliefs (Beetham, 2013:11). This requires looking both at whether the processes for 

selecting rulers and creating rules receive justification based on the norms and expectations of a 

particular community or society.  

The nature of normative work on legitimacy to seek generalizability fits poorly with the more 

detailed analysis that accompanies case studies with context-specific issues; operationalizing 

reasonability becomes problematic and, as a result, description and reference to history may serve 

a purpose. In the case of studying the mining industry, finding some type of middle ground – 

between generalizability and specificity – may provide essential. From the normative side, 

finding indicators within the mineral extraction sector that reflect higher level norms on 

participation and equity may speak to normative legitimacy. Keeping an eye towards these types 

of benchmarks makes judgements on legitimacy more straightforward. From the descriptive side, 

the ability to delve deeper into the nuance of each case and look at the contextual factors related 

to legitimacy provides clearer rationale for the underlying motivations. History, relationships, and 

individuals are but a few of the factors that may play a role in the perception of and attitude 

towards the mine. Therefore, context also produces qualities worthy of inspection. The work in 

this thesis reflects both approaches, looking at legitimacy themes applicable at a more general 

level while also highlighting critical, contextual details. 

As a first step towards operationalizing this conception of legitimacy, I look at the 

relationship between those in authority and the subordinate, particularly as it relates to the use of 

power. This relationship raises important questions: What allows individuals to gain positions of 

authority and how must they act to influence the actions of others? I will attempt to provide some 

answers and, in doing so, further emphasize the importance of legitimacy in politics and 

legitimacy more generally.   

i. Authority, Beliefs, and Power 

Traditionally, legitimacy explains one of the links between the governor and the governed; a 

relationship that serves as one of the most researched topics within political science and social 

sciences in general. Thinkers such as Hobbes and Rousseau considered the necessity of authority 

and pondered the negative, if not brutal, consequences of its absence. In that sense, society 

benefits from rules that allow its citizens to feel safe. This includes bigger issues such as external 
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invasion or internal oppression to more mundane issues of taxation levels and public services. 

Enlightenment thinkers often turned to the ‘social contract’ as an explanation for the willingness 

to individuals to relinquish some rights to the state for the sake of security and when the state 

fails to fulfill this expectation its authority diminishes, a legitimacy deficit develops. Different 

states may, however, undertake this endeavour of ensuring security with different methods based 

on the expectations of its citizens and this leads to a more nuanced approached to understanding 

how legitimacy works. Subsequently, societies require rules and entities to create and enforce 

these rules which, when legitimate, reflect the values and interests of that society (Beetham, 

2013). This creates a situation within which the rule makers must stay in-tune with the desires of 

their constituents and a failure to do so will not go unnoticed. While the results can be 

catastrophic; civil unrest and revolt, they can also be more benign; peaceful protest and lost seats 

in parliament – but both hold political cost. Suchman (1995:574) offers a definition that captures 

the type of legitimacy just described and the type this thesis intends to investigate, “Legitimacy is 

a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 

appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” 

Norms, values, beliefs and their respective definitions can vary significantly between region, 

country, and community; the effects of governance and the fluidity with which actors engage in 

policy augments this issue. Thus, if rules fail to adapt to changing beliefs or new beliefs due to 

changing circumstances, then legitimacy is lost. 

While laws and regulations embody a definitive expression of the rules, convention also 

matters. Thus, both the codified rules and the tacit behaviour must reflect the norms of society. 

The effect felt by constituents or stakeholders – whether in or outside the rules – all contribute to 

legitimacy. A ruler that acts in accordance to the law while conducting him or herself in a vulgar 

manner will likely notice an impact to the overall legitimacy of his or her regime – decisions will 

not garner the same respect as that of a ruler who behaves conventionally. A recent example in 

the political world of this type of leader is Rob Ford. As the mayor of Toronto, Ford admitted to 

using narcotics. Although he remained free of any criminal convictions and trials regarding his 

conduct at Toronto City Council ruled in his favour, as mayor of the city he faced a significant 

legitimacy crisis. While his activities as mayor remained above the law, his conduct during city 

council meetings and substance abuse issues led to calls for his resignation, widespread 

condemnation in the media, and, eventually, city councillors using extraordinary measures to 
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limit the powers of his office. These circumstances represent a relatively extreme example and 

falls outside the normal practices of politicians, but it underscores the importance of 

acknowledging the rules and convention. 

Another way to express this relationship is through expectations and reality. In this thesis I 

express the general norms, values, and beliefs regarding resource extraction and related policy 

processes as a single term: expectations. Although this simplifies many of the complexities tied 

into norms, values, and beliefs, expectations serve as an effective proxy. Making this connection 

central to the thesis serves two purposes. First, it allows of degree of flexibility in application. I 

use the approach of evaluating the mining industry from various perspectives – from government 

officials to company representatives to local residents, a combination of perspectives that affect 

the legitimacy of a mine. Additionally, actors with a stake in mining operations do not approach 

the issue passively, they have considered their relation to mining and developed a set of 

expectations on these ideas about the mine. Using expectations to assess legitimacy allows 

questions to be directly toward specific mining projects, to which expectations have developed, 

rather than more general beliefs. Second, it lends to both generalization and specificity. 

Expectations speak to both broad, complex issues such as sustainability and the practical or 

technical elements of resource development. Further, using expectations as a point of departure 

allows the analysis to scale up and down, where expectations on context specific issues serves as 

indicators for norms and values and vice-versa. Utilizing this approach allows for adaptability 

and specificity to different methods and respondents which produces answers that lends more 

easily to comparing the expectations to reality. 

Through this conception of legitimacy, we end up with expectations on one side and reality 

on the other. As they become more congruent, legitimacy increases. While legitimacy is too 

complex to accurately depict, the figure below serves as a guideline or starting point from which 

more detailed analytical tools emerge.  
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Figure 3.1 – Overlap in expectations and reality results in legitimacy 

 

The Catholic Church serves as a good example of divergence between the expectations 

members hold of an institution versus reality. With the age of enlightenment and the emphasis on 

science, rather than faith, the guiding principle for intellectual development and knowledge 

production changed. Beyond division within Christianity, the Church began to lose its ability to 

influence – to a degree – the way that people lived their lives, particularly in the West. As it lost 

its stranglehold on matters such as health care and education, it took on a different role as the 

moral compass for the community in order to assert influence. However, social norms also 

experienced significant change throughout the twentieth century. The growing acceptance of 

divorce, gay marriage, and the use of contraception, among other norms, directly contradicted the 

moral philosophy espoused by the Church. Even more damaging, the revelation of the child 

abuse scandals undermined the very moral principles the Church claimed to uphold – a clear 

event of delegitimization. The expectations Catholics held of their Church no longer matched 

reality. In the United States, the Catholic Church dropped from representing one-quarter of the 

population to one-fifth from 2007 to 2014 (Pew, 2015). 

In circumstance devoid of overt coercion, it becomes important to recognize the power the 

public possesses to reward or punish the actions of authority, those that make policy decisions 

that run counter to the values of society will find little support. Thus, legitimacy should stand as 

one of the central goals for policy makers – both politicians and bureaucrats – as they look to 

achieve strong levels of acceptance and/or compliance (Beetham, 2013:29). With 

well-functioning democracies that utilize effective policy processes, the need for coercion 

dissipates. In a similar vein, some argue that legitimacy requires compliance devoid from threats 

of disciplinary action over more than a minority of citizens (Birch, 2001; Parkinson, 2003; Stoker, 
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1998). Looking at legitimacy, therefore, provides one measure of government performance.  

Support for people and decisions in positions of authority comes from a sense of validity – 

that they meet expectations (Tyler, 2006). In the political realm, understanding what elicits 

support is critical as support allows governments to function. Legitimacy comes from various 

sources and through different channels. State leaders, members of parliaments, and the offices 

they hold receive deference because of the mechanisms that place them there, the actions they 

take, and the results of their actions. If any of these do not function in a manner expected by the 

public, the legitimacy of these individuals diminishes. Therefore, understanding these 

expectations offers insight into why some people and ideas enjoy legitimacy while other do not. 

For democratically elected governments, one cannot overstate the importance of legitimacy. 

Not only does legitimacy lead to the obvious connection with the ability to stay in power and 

maintaining order – the right to govern under justified rules – but also the overall effectiveness of 

those in power (Beetham, 1991). If a correlation exists between the ability to exercise authority 

and legitimacy, political cost becomes one way to conceptualize this relationship (Peters, 1986; 

Beetham, 2013; Wallner, 2009: Bäckstrand, 2006; Matti, 2009; Kingdon, 1995). Moreover, 

legitimacy also relates to economic and social cost. North makes the argument that, “The costs of 

maintenance of an existing order are inversely related to the perceived legitimacy of the existing 

system. To the extent that the participants believe the system fair, the costs of enforcing the rules 

and property right are enormously reduced,” (North, 1981:53; see also Ostrom, 2005; Rothstein 

& Uslaner, 2005; March & Olsen, 2004; Widegren, 1998). Recognizing different costs related to 

legitimacy provides one conceptualization of the risks that those in positions of authority face if 

they deviate too far from what is expected of them. This creates a very strong incentive for the 

state not only to establish a sound policy process, but also to remain responsive to changing the 

process as the criteria for legitimacy change. 

 

II. Governance 

A distinct change in the theoretical approach to understanding policy making occurred 

through the 1980s that heavily influences the study of policy making today - the emergence of 

“governance.” Rhodes (2007) describes its use as “...a new process of governance; or a changed 

condition of ordered rules; or the new method by which society is governed.” For political 

scientists, this marks an interesting departure from traditional theories on the role of the state; one 
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that sees its role as a facilitator, steering policy processes, rather than a top-down authority (Bell 

& Hindmoor, 2009). This evolution is often referred to as a shift “from government to 

governance” (Stoker 1998, Rhodes 1996, Rhodes 2007, Heritier & Lehmkuhl 2008, Bell & 

Hindmoor 2009, Gruber 2010). However, while governance as a concept covers a wide spectrum; 

public administration and public policy, international relations, comparative politics, and good 

governance (Kjær, 2004), they often hold little in common, adding ambiguity to the meaning 

anduse of the term (Rhodes, 2007). On one hand, this thesis focuses in on what Rhodes (1997) 

characterizes as network governance – societal interaction – and uses four points to define this 

type of governance that covers public policy and administration: (1) interdependence between 

organizations and changing the boundaries of the state meant the boundaries between public, 

private and voluntary sectors became shifting and opaque; (2) continuing interactions between 

network members, caused by the need to exchange resources and negotiate shared purposes; (3) 

game-like interactions, rooted in trust and regulated by rules of the game negotiated and agreed 

by network participants; (4) a significant degree of autonomy from the state. Networks are not 

accountable to the state; they are self-organizing. On the other, this thesis also recognizes a 

perspective on governance that continues to view the state as one of, if not the, most important 

actors in political matters. Peters and Pierre (2008:243) argue that while the days of command 

and control government are gone, the state instead engages in “…negotiations, bargaining and 

pooling of resources. The contemporary state has to master these contextually defined 

relationships with external actors on which it finds itself increasingly dependent, and, while doing 

that, provide political leadership and define political goals. Although the state does not occupy a 

privileged, sovereign position, it can indirectly and imperfectly steer networks. Mining 

development embodies both types of governance. Government still holds an important role in 

defining many of the minimum legislative requirements (environmental standards, taxation, 

public hearings, etc.) but other bargains between non-state actors (land-use negotiations, 

sponsoring local activities, acknowledging cultural practices, etc.) may influence the outcome of 

the entire process. 

Thus, as market and societal forces now engage in the policy process more directly, 

governments must consider the implications of this approach and alter the process, not only look 

at changing the policy itself (Michalski et al., 2001:14). If the models of governance change, so 

too must the path to elicit legitimacy. First, however, what potential roles in governance do 
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market and societal entities hold? If governmental actors no longer serve as the sole service 

provider, then the opportunity arises for other actors involved pick up the slack through a system 

of coordination – a policy network (Rhodes, 2007:1244). With the dispersion of traditional 

hierarchical structure, the network requires greater interdependence between organizations and 

actors and, because the roles and responsibilities of actors in a policy network become less 

defined, the intended outcomes require the participants to develop strategies regarding resource 

exchange (2007:1247; Rhodes, 1995; Smith, 1999). The state still plays a central role in steering 

the network but sometimes no longer possesses the degree of authority it previously held.   

The governance concept provides a framework that addresses these three areas: the state, 

market and society (Picciotto, 1995:12). Theoretical investigations on the role of the state include 

the changes brought forth by different governance models and diffusion of state powers. 

Investigating the structures, institutions and policies that govern the system; the networks and 

bargains between actors that lead to real-world outcomes.  

In response to this change, the state takes on the role of a facilitator (Pierre and Peters, 2005).  

Therefore, if the state abdicates its traditional role as the sole authority, the ‘right to govern’ 

legitimacy based on the official rules no longer remains sufficient (Hanberger, 2003; Coicaud, 

2002); this requires novel strategies to ensure a legitimate process. The state not only requires 

coordination between different levels of government and multiple agencies, but engagement with 

non-state entities. Within the mining sector, the common application of both a mineral act and 

environmental code in the development process draws in multiple government ministries and 

agencies. While these government offices must coordinate with the mining company at some 

point, many also engage with various stakeholders during the development process as part of 

public consultations. Additionally, the mining company will engage with these same stakeholders 

outside the regulatory process. The combination of these interactions fosters a network of 

relationships, the nature of which affects the decision making and outcomes in mining projects.  

As the network organizes, the interactions between state and non-state actors develop into a 

new governance structure and a series of bargains between key actors enable the system to work. 

Importantly, bargains also serve as a means for actors to acquire power in a relationship (Phillips, 

1990:9). Thus, as actors continue to look for increased influence within the network and in the 

policy process, they also look to engage in new bargains; adding complexity to policy decisions. 

The official rules are no longer viewed in isolation to the informal rules. 
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i. The Redefined Role of the State 

Analysis in the field of political science traditionally focused on the state as the sole policy 

decision-maker; however, the state’s role as the primary policy maker has changed and, as a 

result, its responsibilities have changed commensurately. Further, the combination of the 

democratic process and the competitive nature of a capitalist economy means that the character of 

governance systems exhibits significant increases in economic, social, and cultural 

interdependence (Michalski et al., 2001:15). Advances in technology - driven by consumers and 

promoted by government - redistribute many of the responsibilities to the markets and society. 

Mining companies find more efficient and clean methods of production not to meet government 

regulation, but to appease shareholders and affected residents. In addition, the forces of 

globalization, open trade and communication, in turn, enable common interests that do not 

require compliance to the rules of traditional authorities but, rather, challenge these authorities 

and diffuses power to new actors (ibid). Markets may exhibit pure optimization or, alternatively, 

strict state regulation; however, most cases fall somewhere in between. 

Further, as the public becomes more involved and business gains greater responsibility, the 

resulting evolving perceptions and relationships change the governance structures. Salamon 

(2002:11) states, “…the new governance also shifts the attention from hierarchic agencies to 

organizational networks.” And continues, “The defining characteristic of many of the most 

widely used, and most rapidly expanding, tools, as we have seen, is their indirect character, their 

establishment of interdependencies between public agencies and a host of third-party actors.”    

Another level of complexity for the state emerges as influence grows from above and below. 

Governance networks not only facilitate an increased presence of market and societal actors in 

policy work but, as Hooghe and Marks (2001) point out, central government defers power to both 

the supranational level and subnational governments. This creates systems of multi-level 

governance. However, the various approaches to multi-level governance offer different 

explanations for the diffusion of power; the five main points of departure, as identified by 

Hooghe and Marks (2003) include: European Union studies (Grande, 2000; Hooghe and Marks, 

2001), international relations (Nye and Donahue, 2000; Keck and Sikkink, 1998), federalism 

(Oates, 1999; Simeon and Cameron, 2000); local government (Dowding, John, and Biggs, 1994; 

Foster, 1997), and public policy (Hértier, 2002; Marin and Mayntz, 1991). These areas and their 

respective thinkers cover a wide breadth of theory – underscoring both the complexity and 
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malleability of governance and multi-level governance in particular. Nevertheless, and most 

importantly for this thesis, they all agree – to various degrees – that the role of central state 

changed and it no longer enjoys its position as the sole authority, both theoretically and 

practically. 

Thus, as hierarchical authority shifts to more dispersed forms of governance found at both 

the macro and micro levels and the state no longer has the authority it once had – human rights, 

environmental security, free markets and the like have emerged to challenge the traditional power 

structures at all levels of society – a rethinking of legitimacy is needed to match the diversity of 

the structures and networks.   

ii. Actors 

Identifying which actors hold analytically significant involvement in policy-making remains 

one of the more challenging elements. However, the ability to act serves as a fairly universal 

starting point with regard to discerning whether actors ought to be considered or not and Teisman 

(2000:944) offers the definition that, “Actors are units capable of developing a recognizable 

course of action (individuals, groups or collective/corporate entities). Inherently in policy-making 

or policy change, government remains the central actor. Politicians hold final responsibility for 

passing new legislation, approving changes to existing law and provide direction to civil servants 

responsible for drafting the legislation. But other actors still provide direction for legislation, 

influencing the decisions made in the political realm. With this in mind, Teisman (2000:943) 

deems it critical to understand that, “Many actors are involved in decision making, and they will 

introduce their own perceptions of relevant problems, possible solutions and political judgment. 

To understand decision making, the research focuses on the variety of actors, objectives and 

solutions, their dynamics as well as the interactions between these elements.” 

With the expansion of competing interests in mining development, the process must account 

for additional actors in the outcome and give them weight (Bryson, 2004:22; see Lebacqz, 1986; 

Lewis 1991; and Stone, 1997). While originally based in management and organization theory 

(Freeman, 1984), the term stakeholders now defines actors affected or interested in the outcome 

of a policy process. Defining stakeholders becomes critical as this explains who and what counts 

(Mitchell et al., 1997). Further, and perhaps unsurprisingly, the success or failure of policy that 

calls for greater inclusion rests of the level of stakeholder satisfaction (Huntington 1996; 

Friedman 2000). Therefore, it makes sense to include stakeholders as part of the group of policy 
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actors. Identifying the actors involved in the policy process constitutes the first step of analyzing 

their role but understanding their expectations of mine development and mine operations and the 

trade-offs they are willing to accept demands greater attention. The perceptions of actors in the 

policy process and affected by policy matter when thinking about legitimacy and, in combination 

with studying institutions and process, provide a suitable framework to assess mining 

development in Sweden and, possibly, abroad. 

iii. Formal and Informal Processes 

Analyzing the process of policy making holds importance when researching a complex 

policy topic with opposing interests. Traditional policy analysis relied on a fairly linear model, 

marking progress through separated and sequenced stages (deLeon, 1999). This analysis, 

however, may be inadequate as the locus of authority no longer appears straightforward. So, 

while much of this analysis outlines the technicalities of the process and legal requirements, how 

they fit into the context and structure of the above-mentioned institutions and actors, matters a 

great deal with regard to potential conflict and the subsequent bargains struck. Policy making, 

rather, is a dynamic process incorporating a range of competing ideas, actors and actions, and 

where the outputs of decision‐making is the result of spatially and temporally interconnected 

processes of negotiation and resource mobilization among actors from a variety of organizational 

affiliations (governmental authorities; industry; organized interests; and the general public) (Hall 

and McGinty, 1997). And not only does initial policy creation involve multiple moving parts, 

once implemented policy typically undergoes some form of review and revision. However, most 

policies cover time spans of a decade or more, which often results in slow feedback without some 

type of external disturbance (Sabatier and Jenkins‐Smith, 1999; Sabatier, 2007). The combination 

of policy feedback and an increasingly interconnected policy processes necessitates some degree 

of cooperation between the host of actors – this cooperation and coordination can be understood 

as bargains (Strange, 1988). 

Within any policy areas there exists a series of bargains between pertinent actors that make 

the system work and that provide context and rationale for the decision-making processes.  

Strange (1988:39) describes the use of bargains as, “analysis of a particular situation so as to 

discern in more detail where a government, a political movement or a corporate enterprise has a 

range of feasible choices, and what possible scenarios might follow, depending on which choices 

are made.” An industry such as mining is highly complex and creates multiple political and moral 
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dilemmas regarding human and environmental protection. The analysis of bargains is, therefore, 

relatively valuable when applied to this industry.   

 Bargains take the form of codified or tacit, explicit or implicit agreements. When identifying 

and comparing the efficacy of multiple bargains it is necessary to acknowledge that implicit and 

tacit bargains can be just as or more important than codified or explicit bargains. However, in all 

cases, bargains exist as a means for groups or individuals to gain additional power or influence.  

Bargains are central to political economy because of their ability to give actors power. Power and 

bargains are therefore continually interconnected, and actors will always remain interested in 

engaging in new bargains. Phillips (1990:9) writes, “…bargains in political economy provide a 

means for people to acquire power. The quest for power and the forging of bargains are therefore 

closely intertwined. Almost everyone would welcome an opportunity to bargain to increase their 

power.” Bargains can lead to a shift in power and, in the case of new governance structure, the 

resulting diffusion of responsibility becomes critical. 

Codified and explicit bargains are created in scenarios where terms are openly discussed and 

agreed upon and sometimes take legal form. These formal agreements and policies leave less 

room for interpretation of the terms between the parties and therefore outcomes are easier to 

predict or, alternatively, cases of a breach of contract more easily detected. These types of 

bargains therefore serve as clear indicators of changes in governance structures, particularly at the 

state and market levels. Notwithstanding the above, looking only at these formal bargains would 

be neglecting all the tacit and implicit bargains that exist in governance structures. In both 

political and economic relationships there are conventions and understandings that existing 

outside of the formal frameworks, necessary for regulation and predictability in the system. 

Albeit relative to formal agreements and codified bargains, behavioural patterns serve as the key 

indicator of tacit agreements but identifying the exact parameters to measure types of behaviour 

becomes difficult.  

Although the key governing structures such as the state, market and civil authority are 

responsible for establishing the bargains within the system, the bargains also affect the 

environment of the structures themselves. As noted earlier, Phillips suggests that bargains are a 

means to create real power in terms of enforcing certain behaviour where only the potential for 

power existed. Therefore, the creation of new bargains can also create new responsibilities and 

roles within the structures. As time passes new bargains are struck and the structures continue to 



Poelzer 
 

23 
 

adapt and evolve with the new realities they face. However, Phillips (1990:10) also points to the 

importance of individual actors in the outcomes of bargains, “… the ebb and flow of bargains is 

not necessarily continuous. By sheer force of personality, strong leaders can forge new bargains 

before the relevant structures have fully developed or can sustain failing bargains beyond their 

natural lifespan. Alternatively, weak leaders can precipitate the destruction of some bargains that 

would otherwise survive for a time or fail to create new bargains despite supportive structures.”  

The importance of the network of bargains underscores the influence of relationships in the 

policy process and the impact on legitimacy. For the mining industry, these bargains can be 

understood as tradeoffs. Since many of the decisions require consideration and compromise, 

particularly on issues of sustainability, acknowledging the impact these bargains or tradeoffs bear 

on the process is critical. 

iv. Institutions and Norms 

While political institutions are understood in different ways, particularly regarding 

institutional creation and change, an institution is commonly viewed as “the rules of the game” 

(Peters 2005) and “…a relatively enduring collection of rules and organized practices, embedded 

in structures of meaning and resources that are relatively invariant in the face of turnover of 

individuals and relatively resilient to the idiosyncratic preferences and expectations of individuals 

and changing circumstances (March and Olsen, 2006:3).” Huntington (1968:12) makes the point 

that they are simply the “…stable, valued, and recurring patterns of behaviour.” Drawing out the 

breadth of institutions, North (1991:97) uses this definition: “Institutions are the humanly devised 

constraints that structure political, economic and social interaction. They consist of both informal 

constraints (sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions, and codes of conduct), and formal rules 

(constitutions, laws, property rights).”  

If government regulation has become less rigorous and state presence in these governance 

structures dissipates, the institutional environment will determine the ability of the state to change 

the policy process for the purposes of greater legitimacy. When considering the influence 

institutions hold on actors, this brings the theoretical framework full-circle. Institutions embody a 

set of norms that reflect the values and beliefs of its constitutions and, given their nature, allow 

for official and practical rules to be examined at once. Given these realities, those in a position of 

authority must, on one hand, adhere to the formal legal rules while, on the other, be cognizant of 

societal norms as they consider the interactions in the policy process (North, 1990; Ostrom 2005). 
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This becomes critical to looking at legitimacy in the context of contemporary governance 

arrangements. As described in this section, informal processes and bargain in policy networks 

now play a substantial role in policy and warrant consideration alongside the official rules. 

Within the mining industry, these informal processes now serve as one of the focal points for 

public acceptance. Public engagement is encouraged early and often in order to reduce the 

likelihood of future discontent and objections, both of which increase costs. This approach of 

utilizing informal processes is referred to as social license to operate. 

v. Social License to Operate 

Throughout the twentieth century, the mining industry faced criticism for harsh working 

conditions, environmental degradation, and negative social change. From both external and 

internal pressure, the industry evolved and, like many other industries, adopted corporate social 

responsibility practices. Today, a growing trend within the industry is social license to operate 

(SLO). Strong parallels exist between SLO and legitimacy. Both recognize the importance of 

attitudes and perceptions (Thomson and Boutilier, 2011) in a set of relationships that occur within 

and without legislation and regulation (Prno & Slocombe, 2012). Further, each require the affect 

actors to offer some type of acceptance or endorsement of the authorities’ actions (Gehman et al., 

2017). These linkages warrant further study. 

 While its roots lie in jurisdictions with little to no regulatory oversight, SLO now finds 

application in highly regulated and is becoming a term utilized by the mining industry to measure 

the level of public acceptance for projects (Bursey and Whiting 2015; Parsons et al. 2014; Prno 

2013; Owen & Kemp 2013). Rooted in mining and mineral development, SLO also found its way 

into other resource and land use sectors such as forest management (Dare, Schirmer and Vanclay, 

2011), infrastructure development (Hanna, Vanclay, Langdon and Arts, 2014) and tourism 

(Williams, Gill, and Ponsford, 2007; Coles, Fenclova and Dinan, 2013). Social licensing equates 

to some quality or activity in addition to the formal and legal requirements that companies apply 

in their planned or actual operations. And, in the mining sector, social licensing includes 

processes and content aiming at the entire life-cycle of the mine; building and strengthening 

collaborative processes in the development, operation and closing of mines, as well as delivering 

an acceptable content – the costs and benefits. Securing a continuous acceptance of mining 

operations in a given community means, “a mining project is seen as having a broad, ongoing 

approval and acceptance of society to conduct its activities (Prno, 2013:577).” In the same 
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manner as legitimacy, reality meeting expectations is central to SLO. 

 

 

Figure 3.2 – Social license requires companies to both understand and realize the interests of affected actors 

 

Social licensing is often cast as a bilateral relationship between a company and a given local 

community (Esteves, 2008; Esteves and Barclay 2011), even though Gunningham, Kagan and 

Thornton (2004:313) expands the scope to include the company’s relation to “the wider society, 

and various constituent groups”. The result may come in the form of voluntary, formal 

agreements between mining companies and communities, such as Impact Benefit Agreements, 

where the benefit-side focus on the opportunities brought by mining development and the 

impact-side focus on the social risk factors, such as adverse socio-economic or health effects. The 

promise is to achieve “a more sustainable mining development by…engaging in the appropriate 

level of consultation and providing adequate benefits and compensation” (Fidler and Hitch 

2007:50). In these types of arrangements, we see both the procedural and content aspects of 

mining development. The relationship between government, company, and community in SLO 

mirrors the governance state, market, and society relationship foundational to the governance 

concept and, therefore, the formal and informal arrangements between these actors can be 

similarly analyzed (Prno and Slocombe, 2012). This connects the informal processes to the 

institutional framework of permits, grants and licenses – legitimacy and SLO are both parallel 

and linked. 

 

II. A Legitimacy Trichotomy 

One of the central arguments around legitimacy is the idea of fairness. Tyler (2006) draws on 

multiple examples to underscore the importance of procedural fairness in attaining legitimacy in 
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the political world (Clawson & Kegler, 2001; Farnsworth, 2003). In essence, if the procedure in 

any political process is viewed as fair, then the likelihood that the outcome is viewed as 

legitimate also increases. Therefore, looking more closely at policy process design, who 

participates and how, bears importance. Outcomes offer a more direct measure of legitimacy in 

one sense – either policy is effective or not. The mechanisms to getting there can be somewhat 

messy but judging the results can be neat. The following section first looks more closely at this 

relationship. 

i. Input and Output Legitimacy 

Scharpf draws a distinction between input and output as the two dimensions of legitimacy 

(1997; 1999); input legitimacy refers to the mechanisms for public participation in political 

institutions while output legitimacy refers to the level of public support for the results these same 

institutions produce. While input legitimacy ties in closely to process, acknowledging the 

demands of citizens and developing mechanisms to receive these same demand, output 

legitimacy depends on the outcomes of decisions made or policy created by government. The 

strength of output legitimacy, therefore, rests on an evaluation of the product – approval from the 

intended audience.  

The representative institutions, elections and party competition, represent the most 

well-established, and arguably most important, feedback mechanisms for legitimacy (Dahl, 1971; 

Powell, 2000). But others make the case that electoral institutions alone remain insufficient to 

measure the legitimacy of a regime (Budge, 1996) and do not necessarily reflect popular will 

(Riker, 1982). Therefore, if the traditional mechanisms of democracy (e.g. elections) no longer 

elicit the same level of legitimacy, trust in modern regimes erodes (Hanberger, 2003).  

Achieving the legitimacy to act as government and ensuring the legitimacy of policy remains 

two different problems. Representative systems grant decision-making power to a majority in the 

legislature, thus exists an expectation of some level of disagreement over policy – democracy 

rests on this assumption (Dahl, 1985). Therefore, those directly affected by policy likely demand, 

and perhaps deserve, greater weight when considering legitimacy of specific policies. If those 

living the affected communities or working in associated sectors gain more opportunities for 

input throughout the process, not only does the potential for better outcomes exist (Pröpper and 

Steenbeek, 1999; Kooiman, 1993) but, more importantly, so too does the potential for greater 

legitimacy. Unsurprisingly, governments become more receptive to public opinion when looking 
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at change within specific policy. This may include framing policy in a way that appeals to the 

public (Wallner 2008; Caprara et al. 2006; Baumgartner and Jones 1993). To understand 

legitimacy in the context of political practices that reflect different governance models, input 

legitimacy must recognize different mechanisms.  

A greater degree of direct public input in the existing political institutions and beyond forces 

both practitioners and researcher to expand their respective scopes. The mining sector and SLO 

offer an opportunity to assess whether citizens take on new roles within and without the 

legislation. With established environmental impact assessments and growing social impact 

assessments, citizens expect an opportunity to provide input and mining companies engage in a 

range of non-regulated agreements in order to move development forward. Citizens expect an 

opportunity to participate in the policy process in conjunction with procedural regulatory work 

(Dahl, 1956). Part of these expectations may come from the criteria of testing policy through the 

lens of distributive justice and some standard of equality as part of the legitimacy test (Rawls, 

1971). Part of the rationale around the different criteria for input legitimacy is, in the mould of 

governance, that no single actor holds the capacity to solve complex problems (Kooiman, 1993). 

A combination of focus on analyzing the formal, system-level aspects along with recognizing 

actor feedback, their perception of the process, holds importance when looking at input 

legitimacy. 

Weatherford argues that in order to observe legitimacy at the individual level, citizens expect 

three criteria met in order to view policy as legitimate: political interest and involvement 

(participation worth the cost), beliefs about interpersonal and social relations relevant to 

collective action (expectations on trustworthiness), and optimism about the responsiveness of the 

political system (procedural and distribute fairness) (1992). Legitimacy may require institutions 

that not only create and enforce laws that its citizens endorse but also, and perhaps more 

importantly in the context of this research, the manner in which government and industry remain 

responsive to public participation in policy processes and policy decisions. For the aim of this 

thesis, understanding the expectations interested actors hold regarding opportunities to participate 

and the actual opportunities they were afforded plays a crucial role in understanding input 

legitimacy.   

Output legitimacy, on the other hand, is more straightforward than input. A measure of 

governing effectiveness, the focus falls squarely on the ability of those in authority and the 
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decisions they take to solve problems (Schmidt, 2013). However, the conception of the ‘problem’ 

and the degree to which it is ‘solved’ are quite open to interpretation. Nevertheless, the intended 

function of output legitimacy in the input-output relationship is to offset the lack of democratic 

qualities in the process (input). First utilized to study the legitimacy of the European Union and 

then issues of global governance (Eckersley, 2007; Kalrsson-Vinkhuyzen & Vihma, 2009), output 

legitimacy helped overcome the lack of an identifiable agent in authority. Collaborative 

rule-setting, public-private partnerships, and non-governmental organizations hold authority 

outside traditional democratic processes and, in some cases, hold little obligation to disclosing the 

path to a decision. At the same time, these institutions may enjoy high levels of legitimacy with 

little scrutiny due to the effectiveness of their results (Zürn, 2004). 

In other cases, even if the institutional design and processes are completely legitimate, as is 

the case with shifting coalitions in minority government, the outcomes often fail to receive public 

acceptance. When the opposition parties in the Canadian parliament mused the possibility of 

forming a coalition to take control of government away from the sitting government, the Prime 

Minister argued the move was illegitimate. This was incorrect, it followed parliamentary rules. 

However, that potential outcome received enough public backlash that the opposition parties 

backed away from the idea. This raises the question of the priority between input and output 

legitimacy, to what degree is one offset by the other. But perhaps an additional factor matters.  

Input legitimacy effectively accounts for who participates and the rules for participation 

while output legitimacy accounts for the results. However, the quality of interaction and the 

manner in which actors interact may hold insight into occasions when input legitimacy is not 

enough to offset output and vice-versa. Qualities include expectations on responsiveness, 

accountability, and transparency (Steffek, 2009; Beetham, 2001; Buchanan and Keohane, 2006). 

A third dimension of legitimacy, throughput, addresses this issue. 

ii. Throughput Legitimacy 

In the past, theorists relied upon the input-output dichotomy to explain how either 

involvement or outcomes affect the support for policy. In response to new forms of governance, a 

need emerged to accurately account for the quality of the inner-workings of networks that neither 

input nor output legitimacy adequately reflect. Although input legitimacy answers one key aspect 

related to governance, who participates and where, it fails to fully reflect the relationships and 

interaction that develop between actors. Understanding the quality of the participation falls firmly 
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in the scope of throughput legitimacy. Schmidt (2013) introduced the concept as a means to 

account for decision-making within the EU, which she previously conceived as problematic due 

to the shortcomings of existing theory.  

Input legitimacy only accounts for citizen participation while output only considers the 

policy outcomes (ibid). And, as theorized in the past, bolstering one can overcome deficiencies of 

the other (Monpetit, 2008; Skogstad, 2003). But this relationship regarding legitimacy misses out 

on the inner workings of policy which, given the trend towards new governance models, weighs 

heavily on the legitimacy of political decision making. This marks an important distinction from 

input legitimacy. Throughput legitimacy may serve as an necessary component to legitimacy in 

governance – its failure cannot overcome strong input and output legitimacy (Schmidt, 2013; 

Doberstein & Millar, 2014).  

As described earlier, governance models lead to processes that involve actors at multiple 

levels. Understanding how this interaction affects the legitimacy of policy requires opening the 

“black box of governance” (Doberstein & Millar, 2014:260). While efforts to analyze and assess 

input and output of policy processes already exist (Howlett, 2000; Greenwood, 2007), placing 

emphasis on the expectations the quality of the process with regards to legitimacy remains a 

relatively novel exercise. Opening the “black box” reveals concepts such as efficacy, 

accountability, transparency, openness and inclusiveness, and constructive interaction (Schmidt, 

2013) or structural features (network design), deliberative ethic, and transparency (Doberstein & 

Millar, 2014, Bauhr & Grimes, 2017). These concepts reveal issues on the nature of the process 

that input legitimacy alone cannot. 

If the participation of non-state actors increases in new governance systems then, naturally, 

legitimacy is derived from the quality of stakeholder engagement and influence (Wallner, 2008; 

McLaverty and Halpin, 2008; Black, 2008). Put in more direct terms, ensuring that those affected 

by the outcome of the policy process participate and deliberate upon it, in a manner they deem 

satisfactory, prior to the decision being made likely increases the legitimacy of the policy (Dryzek, 

2001:651). A policy procedure that holds minor consultations in the late stages of the process, 

therefore, likely fails to pass the litmus test. Instead, legitimacy requires engagement throughout 

the problem-definition and decision-making stages (Matti, 2009). Throughput legitimacy offers 

the possibility to determine whether a legitimacy deficit exists due to the process. 

Here, it becomes important to reflect on the interests of the participating actors. This first 
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means determining their expectations, or policy beliefs, as they relate to the process. In order to 

gain throughput legitimacy, the structure of the process must reflect norms. However, inherently, 

policy beliefs remain contextualized. Norms on the level of transparency, responsiveness, and 

accountability potentially differ significantly from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, sector to sector and, 

therefore, the nature of expectations largely defines the requirements for legitimacy. Identifying 

these norms requires exploration of the expectations of separate groups of actors, such as 

government or industry, based on expectations. 

Together, input and throughput legitimacy answer significant theoretical questions regarding 

policy decisions from a governance perspective. On one hand, input legitimacy addresses the 

issues of participation. Increasing the breadth of participation remains a central method to add 

credibility to decisions as it assumes more interests gain representation. However, throughput 

legitimacy demands a more thorough assessment of participation, digging into the quality of 

interaction. In this sense, it offers the potential to help identify why issues of legitimacy exist 

where it appears a plurality of actors are involved. Thus, it becomes worthy to investigate 

whether the legitimacy of a policy process must account for both input legitimacy and throughput 

legitimacy and how they relate to one another. 

This thesis looks at the relationship between input, throughput, and output legitimacy as both 

government and industry work towards public acceptance. The figure below references different 

components of the policy process while also recognizing two separate legitimacy tracks in 

governance and decision-making. The figure on the next page guides the analysis of both the 

relationship between the three dimensions of state legitimacy and market social license. 
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Figure 3.3 – Framework of legitimacy and social license across input, throughput, and output 

 

While many policy sectors exhibit traits that lend well to assessing the relationship of the 

legitimacy trichotomy, the mining sector offers an example of why legitimate processes matter 

when accounting for a wide range of interests in a decision with long-term implications. Next, the 

discussion turns to the design of how mining provides a compelling case study for empirical work 

on this relationship and the broader value this holds for legitimate resource development in 

general. 
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4. Research Design 

I. Research Questions 

To address the aim of this thesis, investigating the relationship between input, throughput, and 

output legitimacy, I identify three research questions. The questions connect the theoretical 

discussion to the empirical case, investigating the parallel tracks of legitimacy and social license. 

Thus, the goal of the research questions is approach to the concept of legitimacy from a range of 

perspectives in order to investigate how it is achieved, particularly as industry engages in 

additional activity related to social license to operate. Below are the three research questions that 

guide the work within this thesis:  

1. How do the governance arrangements and activities, formal and informal, influence local 

attitudes and the legitimacy of the mining industry? 

2. How do input and output legitimacy relate to one another in the mine development 

process? 

3. To what extent does throughput legitimacy affect the input-output relationship in the 

mining industry? 

The first research question focuses on the interaction of actors inside and outside the formal 

institutions, exploring the perception of mining companies from the perspective of government 

and local communities. The normal decision-making process of mine development requires the 

input of multiple government agencies and the range of affected stakeholders, opening the 

opportunity for the promotion of different interests. These institutional factors warrant a closer 

inspection. Additionally, to examine the effect SLO and its related activities produces, focus is 

placed at the local level to elucidate bargains reached through the interactions between market 

and societal actors, operating under the shadow of the government. The objective, therefore, is 

not only to consider the effect the formal and informal activities bear on public attitudes towards 

the mining company but how these attitudes affect the legitimacy of company and government in 

combination. 

The second research question looks at the relationship between process and outcome, 

through the lens of legitimacy. Because people living near the mine are significantly affected by 

its development and operations, a majority of the focus on this relationship is directed at the local 

communities and the factors most pertinent to legitimacy at this level. Dividing attention between 

process and outcome not only reflects the practical reality of decision-making in the development 
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of the mine and the on-the-ground impacts of the mine but also addresses the input-output 

legitimacy relationship. Attention, therefore, will be paid as to how the two dimensions of 

legitimacy relate to one another; can one pick up the slack of the other or does legitimacy rest 

more heavily on one side. In order to answer these questions, the research looks at expectations 

as they relate to the various roles and values of different members of a community affected by 

mine-development. And, in turn, to ascertain the degree of legitimacy as it relates expectations to 

outcomes, look at the degree to which the effects of the mine are fulfilled in reality. 

The third research question introduces a novel variable into the legitimacy equation: 

throughput. Because of changes related to the governance in the industry, particularly the larger 

role companies take in influencing the perception of the mine and dealing with community actors 

directly, the criteria surrounding legitimacy changes. Authority is spread out across several 

entities and actors. However, unlike government, the means for holding these new 

governance-actors to account is less clear. Therefore, merely addressing opportunity for 

participation, as is done by considering the input-side of the process, is insufficient. Throughput 

legitimacy is designed to address this gap, drawing attention to the quality of interaction – not 

only on the inclusion of more actors in the decision-making process as an end in itself. 

Investigating additional factors (transparency, accountability, and responsiveness) provides a 

means to assess the effectiveness of the input-output dichotomy, particularly the capacity of input 

to account for the attitudes towards the mine development environment. 

Together these three overarching research questions address some of the contemporary issues 

regarding legitimacy, particularly within the mining sector. Assessing the current governance 

environment of the sector (Q1) provides insight into the potential implications it holds for 

legitimacy. Looking at the relationship between input and output legitimacy (Q2), in addition 

with throughput (Q3), sheds light on the importance actors place on different aspects of a single 

project or the involved authorities. The questions hold both theoretical and empirical implications. 

Theoretically, the role, if any, of throughput legitimacy within the input and output dimensions is 

investigated and the questions explore whether a consideration of all three dimensions is 

necessary in light of the potential complexity related to governance. Empirically, it illuminates 

the consequences of institutional design. Particularly for the resource sector, an understanding of 

the key factors that add or detract from the legitimacy. 
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II. Empirical Focus and Case Selection 

i. Mining and Resource Development  

As the extractive industry expands operations, various actors emerge as supporters or 

detractors, bringing with them a different agendas and tactics. Because mining engenders 

long-term consequences for both communities and the environment, conflict likely ensues. 

Globally, conflicts range from community to company (Kemp et al., 2011; Bebbington & 

Williams, 2008; Hilson, 2002), community to government (Lange, 2011; Bebbington et al., 2008), 

and large and small mining companies (Hilson, 2002; Patel et al., 2016) to name a few.  

Equally important to the sides in the conflict are the sources of conflict which includes 

socio-environmental impacts (Bebbington et al., 2008; Bury, 2002; Cuba et al. 2014), lack of 

participation (Bebbington et al., 2010; Grant et al. 2014; Jaskoski, 2014), and distrust of authority 

(Horowitz, 2009; Karl, 2007; Muradian et al., 2003) or lack of proper distribution of benefits 

(Arellano-Yanguas, 2011; Hilson, 2002; Walton & Barnett, 2007). 

Whether the necessary institutional conditions, structures, and political will exist to ensure 

legitimacy in the process remains a pertinent question not only for Sweden, but abroad. Some 

attribute greater inclusiveness and transparency with new models of governance (Risse, 2004; 

van Kersbergen and van Waarden, 2004), but the addition of new actors and structures in the 

policy process raises more complexity to the issue of legitimacy.  

In an industry that requires input from multiple government and corporate actors, along with 

varying degrees of expert and non-expert information, the source of authority on decision making 

becomes difficult to grasp. Many researchers in the field of public policy argue that the growing 

sources of input confirm the diffusion of responsibility in modern policy making – this is 

particularly true of resource governance. As stated earlier, although political science traditionally 

identifies the state as the sole agent in policy making, most liberal democratic governments, 

Sweden included, exhibit a change regarding its role and responsibilities (Rhodes, 1996; 

Bodansky, 1999; Peters and Pierre, 2005).  

Politics on resource development often implies balancing economic interests against 

environmental, social, and security issues. As these issues continue to move to the fore, their role 

with regard to legitimacy in long-term decisions on land with multiple users holds even greater 

significance and forces a rethinking on policies and processes. In this regard, mining presents a 

very clear example of long-term, large-scale land use where policy makers make these 
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considerations. As with most industries related to resource extraction, legislation and regulation 

on mining exploration and exploitation rests closely to state authority. And the state looks to 

consolidate the legitimacy of the overall process by developing and implementing policy tools 

that afford various actors opportunities to participate. However, with the increase in informal 

processes related to starting or expand mining operations, driven by the market, many now see 

legislation as a safety net, insufficient for legitimacy (Prno, 2013).  

Informally, the relationships developed between the mining company and various local 

stakeholders – the municipality, local residents, interest groups, reindeer herders – often serve as 

the lynchpin for the acceptance of a project (Thomson and Boutilier, 2010). Many of the efforts 

to match industry practices to local values and cultures come in the form of informal consultation. 

Often linked to corporate social responsibility, they now appear to be nearly mandatory for any 

mining development and the mining industry continues to develop new associations and 

strategies to help ensure those affected both understand the impacts and reach a level of 

acceptance that allows the mine to operate unimpeded. Perhaps the most prevalent concept that 

reflects these efforts is the ‘social license to operate’ (SLO); firmly embedded in the international 

mining industry language (Owen and Kemp, 2013). The SLO concept emerged out of a 

recognition that the public no longer accepted legislation as sufficient and further work by the 

company was required to ensure “a mining project is seen as having a broad, ongoing approval 

and acceptance of society to conduct its activities (Prno, 2013:577).”  

Looking at the management of these issues, therefore, benefits from assessment of policy 

actors and the general public of communities engaged in resource development. The policy actors 

and process serve as the foundation for determining legitimacy in the mining policy process. 

Governments now encourage a variety of stakeholders – NGOs, interests groups, and private 

citizens among others – to participate directly in the policy process to resolve conflict (Dukes, 

1996) and lower criticism and resistance (Ethridge, 1987; Cupps, 1977; Rosenbaum, 1978.) 

While new methods of citizen involvement in politics hold the potential to improve legitimacy, 

the design of the process must also reflect societal norms to remain legitimate. Looking at mine 

development presents an opportunity to assess legitimacy in a process that includes both formal 

and informal arrangements for decisions with long term consequences when the tradeoffs and 

bargains are highly important. 
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ii. Cases 

To utilize the legitimacy framework developed, a policy arena where both codified and tacit 

rules affect decision making is necessary. Government and corporate activities intended to steer 

mining projects and influence public attitudes, in parallel, is needed to look at the formal and 

informal processes in the input, throughput, and output framework. The Swedish mining industry 

represents such as case, serving as the primary case for this thesis. With a strong regulatory 

framework supplemented with voluntary relationship building and agreements, the Swedish 

mining industry involves government ministries and agencies, companies, interest groups and 

local stakeholders. The combination of these actors operating within these formal and informal 

structures provides the structural conditions necessary to assess the legitimacy framework 

developed in the theory section.  

Further, many of the highly contentious examples mentioned previously reflect jurisdictions 

with weak institutions and regulations but Sweden represents an odd case. Despite low levels of 

corruption and high trust in government agencies, contestation is frequent in the development of 

new mines in Sweden (Beland Lindahl, 2018; Tarras-Wahlberg, 2014; Lawrence & Åhrén, 2016). 

Therefore, Sweden offers the opportunity to examine the legitimacy of established codified and 

tacit rules in a context where new mines draw these rules into question.  

Mining in Sweden began centuries ago and in the twentieth century two large mining 

companies dominated the industry domestically, the state-owned LKAB and the private company 

Boliden. LKAB focuses solely on iron mining in northern Sweden, with mines in Kiruna and 

Malmberget and currently produces the majority of the iron in the EU. Boliden operations 

produce a more diversified mineral portfolio in copper, zinc, lead, gold, and silver. The company 

operates mines not only in Sweden, but abroad in Ireland. On the legislative side, in 1991, the 

introduction of a new Minerals’ Act (1991:45) in Sweden signaled the end of restricting foreign 

investment in the country’s mining industry (Sveriges geologiska undersökning, 2007). This, 

along with the mining boom as a result of the price of iron futures reaching over $180, the 

expenditure on exploration in Sweden skyrocketed over the past decade from just under 300 

million SEK (37.7 million USD) in 2005 to a high of just under 800 million SEK (113.1 million 

USD) in 2011 (SGU, 2013). This reinvigoration of the industry placed new scrutiny on its 

operations, particularly on development in areas where no previous large-scale resource 

development existed. Along with the Minerals’ Act, the Environmental Code (1998:808) with 
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regulations on environmental assessments and approval from state agencies and courts provide a 

set of codified rules with which to judge their reflection of values. 

In the case of Sweden, both established, domestic mining companies and new, foreign 

companies forged ahead with plans for expanded operations and new mines during the 2000s 

commodities boom. Engaging in new mine development processes revealed polarized 

perspectives (Beland Lindahl et al., 2018). Foreign companies saw different responses; due in 

part to the context of their proposed project but also the approach different companies took to 

engage the local communities. In the cases where economic development was sought, mine 

development saw high levels of acceptability while, in cases where mining was perceived as a 

threat to cultural and environmental preservation, proposed mine saw mixed responses. 

As part of the effort to promote investment and economic interests, Sweden’s Minerals 

Strategy (Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, 2013) points to the importance of improving and 

increasing dialogue amongst affected actors and creating an environment of open information. 

Although the actual term “social license” remains absent from the text, it becomes apparent that 

many of the fundamental strategies and goals of pushing more interactions between companies 

and communities lie within some of the strategic objectives for government to sit outside the 

conflict. Thomson and Boutilier (2011) outline seven levels of social license with withdrawal on 

the bottom and co-ownership on the top. While the criteria they identify in moving up the levels 

almost exclusively refers to the relationship between the local community and the mining 

company, the government can act as a positive or negative facilitator. The Minerals Strategy 

acknowledges similar themes: “Coordination and dialogue among the industries and activities 

that lay claim to the same land must be promoted (Swedish Ministry of Enterprise 2013:26).” 

Again, this emphasizes the government’s role as a facilitator rather than a participant, but its 

strategy outlines some plans to accomplish these goals.  

For mining operations in Norther Sweden in particular, the conflict between industry and 

cultural interest grew, and continues to grow, into a situation that requires additional attention. 

Northern Sweden, and the county of Norrbotten in particular, has been mined for centuries. 

However, this was always done in traditional reindeer herding territories. And while companies 

took a number of community building initiatives in the municipalities of Kiruna and Pajala, the 

reindeer herding communities with grazing land affected by mine infrastructure more recently 

negotiated private agreements with the mining companies (Tarras-Wahlberg, 2014). These 
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agreements provide a platform for decisions regarding land development and the respective levels 

of compensation due to these changes, affecting the outcome of the process significantly despite 

occurring outside the formal legislation. However, these cases stand in contrast to others. The 

most public conflict arises out of the Jokkmokk region, but similar circumstances exist in the 

Storuman development. Importantly, these cases cover a range of attitudes towards mining – both 

due to context and the relationships between communities and government and companies. 

Private agreements there are impossible. And, as the contestation in the minerals sector failed to 

dissipate, the government took a more active role in assessing opportunities for further 

consultations – particularly earlier in the process. On one hand, many of the problems faced by 

locals in Sweden mirror those of other small communities around the globe. On the other, 

creating a landscape that accommodates both mining and reindeer husbandry remains a unique 

challenge. The map below illustrates the proliferation of potential mines in northern Sweden, 

particularly the concentration of mines in particular areas – all of which are used for reindeer 

herding. 

 

Figure 4.1 – Map of Operating Mine and Exploration Sites in Northern Sweden (Source: SGU) 
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Saskatchewan, a western province in Canada, depends heavily on natural resources for 

revenue. Uranium mining in the province began in the 1950s, initially to supply to the United 

States military, but later solely to fuel for nuclear power production. The Canadian government 

owned Eldorado Mining Company carried out operations. In the late 1980s, this crown 

corporation along with another became the publicly traded Cameco – the second largest uranium 

producer globally. Despite the discovery of potash (potassium salts) in Saskatchewan in the 

1940s, successful mining of the mineral only occurred in the 1960s. Today, PotashCorp, Mosaic, 

and Agrium current operate in Saskatchewan. The cyclical nature of resource-based economies 

meant that the rise in potash and uranium prices, due to the global commodities boom, allowed 

the province to thrive and produced the same effect of increased exploration and investment. This 

boost in investment also came during a change in government where the incoming administration 

worked actively to create an investment-friendly environment. In 2006, 244 million CAD (180 

million USD) was spent on mineral exploration in Saskatchewan and this figure double in 2008 

to 474 million CAD (360 million USD) (Saskatchewan Ministry of Economy, 2016). 

Comparing the legitimacy of the mining industry in northern Sweden to Saskatchewan makes 

sense for several reasons. First, both locations boast old and new mining. Established, domestic 

companies continue production today while foreign companies seek new opportunities. The 

dynamic of old and new companies navigating the question of public acceptance is shared in 

these two cases. Second, the presence of similar regulatory frameworks. In both Norrbotten and 

Saskatchewan, a minerals act and environmental code provide the legislative guide for the 

development and operation of a mine, meaning economic viability and environmental impact are 

considered and monitored in both cases. Third, an indigenous population inhabits significant 

portions of the land used for mining and its associated infrastructure which adds a 

historical-cultural context to the prospect of mining in Norrbotten and Saskatchewan. In terms of 

key differences, he perception of mining in Saskatchewan is markedly different than Norrbotten.  

New mining operations in Saskatchewan see little to no resistance while some of the proposed 

mines in Norrbotten saw open contestation and protest, providing a basis for comparing attitudes 

related to legitimacy.  

The cases selected for study within this thesis represent a variety of life cycle stages, 

company ownership, and contestation to investigate whether linkages exist between these factors 

and legitimacy. In Sweden, Pajala was selected as a new mine with high public support to 
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contrast with an old, moderately supported Kiruna mine, and two highly polarizing, proposed 

mines in Jokkmokk and Storuman. In Canada, the two cases of Cigar Lake and McArthur River 

represent an established context with low contestation to enable a comparison with high and low 

contestation to assess the effect of institutional factors on legitimacy. A map of northern 

Saskatchewan is found below to provide further context to the region. 

 

 

Figure 4.2 – Map of Operating and Proposed Uranium Mines in Saskatchewan (Source: CBC) 

  

On the next page, a table outlines and compares the cases investigated in this thesis, including the 

methods used and analysis applied.
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III. Methodology 

Employing a mixed methods approach, this thesis uses the strategy of triangulation to 

understand the case of mining (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009). Examining the 

relevant relationships at affords the opportunity to apply different angles to answer a singular aim. 

The purpose for using this approach is to acknowledge the additional factors governance adds to 

input, throughput, and output legitimacy. Since multiple actors interact at different levels, it 

becomes critical to utilize different methods to piece together a full picture. Further, the input, 

throughput, and output trichotomy is premised on each dimension helping offset the other. 

Therefore, looking at whether each of these dimensions is understood and valued the same way 

by different actors is key to this approach of this thesis. To undertake the task of triangulation, the 

thesis uses a three-prong approach. 

The first prong consists of interviews with local actors (mining company representatives, 

local administrators, and local organizations and residents) to ask questions on input and output 

legitimacy. The interview identified factors of participation and impacts of the mine, necessary to 

assess local perception of the mine and identify areas of friction. Posing more open questions at 

the beginning prevented too much compartmentalization of the information received – allowing 

all the data to receive attention rather than discarding what did not fit. At the same time, these 

questions were still grounded in the conceptions of local acceptance and sustainability. They were 

conducted between November 2013 and June 2014. The first stage of the interview discussed 

general information regarding the mine. More specifically, interviewees chronologically 

described their knowledge of and experiences with the mine and its effects on the community – 

from the first information he or she received regarding plans to develop up to the present state of 

development or operations. This method allowed individuals to raise their own ideas, attitudes, 

and issues. At this stage, individuals also answered what changes they anticipated in relation to 

the development of the mine, distinguishing concrete local expectations from more general 

considerations of the global mining industry. In the second stage, more details were garnered 

about (1) the experienced impacts of the mine, (2) company-community relationship, and (3) 

participation of the local people in different phases of mining. This provided insight into the 

influence on the development of the mine individuals felt they possessed. From there, the 

identification of basic theme(s) from the interview took place – what issues the interviewee(s) 

wanted to talk about; second, listed the experienced positive and negative impacts and 
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perceptions related to them across all the mining projects and identified commonalities; and third, 

analyzed their references to future developments (Guest et al., 2011).  

The second prong includes surveys of residents of mining communities on input, throughput, 

and output legitimacy factors. The questions in the survey replicated the themes from the first 

prong, expanding them to other Swedish mining communities and communities in Canada, to 

determine if the factors held. It produced results on their views of new mining projects in their 

communities, the perception of the effect of the mine and their trust in government. In Sweden, 

the data was collected through a mail-out survey to a representative sample of about 5,300 

persons between the ages of 18-75, living in the three municipalities of Jokkmokk, Kiruna and 

Storuman all located in northern Sweden. The sample was provided by Statens 

personadressregister (SPAR), which is a daily updated public register of all persons who are 

registered as resident in Sweden upheld by the Swedish Tax Agency with data from the Swedish 

Population Register. The overall response rate was 32 per cent. In Canada, the survey instrument 

was translated into English and adapted to the Canadian context by the research team. The 

University of Saskatchewan’s Social Sciences Research Laboratories (SSRL) conducted the 

survey. Using WinCATI software, telephone surveys were administered from December 1, 2015 

to December 14, 2015. The survey resulted in 755 completed responses among 

randomly-selected residents 18 years of age or older, half of which are from the Northern 

Administration District and the other half from Prince Albert. The response rate in Saskatchewan 

was 25 per cent. From these responses we assess the relationship between attitudes towards 

mining and values related to economic development or environmental and cultural preservation. 

The third prong incorporates semi-structured interviews with government officials from 

Sweden and Canada. This prong focused on government officials to understand the relationship 

between trust in government and legitimacy, hinted at in the survey data. The interviews took 

place between September 2016 to January 2017. These interviews focused on their views on 

process design and whether their views manifest themselves in current rules and practices - a 

measure of the legitimacy. Using government officials provides a unique perspective on the 

relationship between input and throughput legitimacy, particularly the interaction between 

government offices. The selection of officials was based on the legislation of the respective 

jurisdictions and the government bodies that require input into the mine development process. On 

the Saskatchewan side these bodies consisted of the Mineral Policy Unit in the Ministry of the 
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Economy, the Environmental Assessment and Stewardship Unit in the Ministry of the 

Environment, the Office of Intergovernmental Affairs, the Licensing and Water Use Unit in the 

Water Security Agency, and the Lands and Mineral Tenure Unit in the Ministry of Economy. In 

Sweden the Business Unit of the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, the Ministry of 

Environment, the Mining Inspectorate, the Environmental Unit of the Norrbotten County 

Administration Board, and the Society, Economy and Environment Unit of the Sami Parliament. 

The interview guide consists of four parts: first, background information on the role and 

responsibilities of the office in the mine development process; second, its perspectives on who 

participates and who holds influence; third, its perception of transparency, accountability, and 

responsiveness; and fourth, concluding questions on fairness and who bears responsibility for 

changes. To analyze the data, it was first organized the similar responses in order to determine the 

shared expectations along the lines of input and throughput legitimacy, respectively. Then, the 

unique responses were isolated and assessed their deviation from the expectations on legitimacy. 

In particular, the analysis elucidated the relationship between participation and quality of 

interaction.  
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5. Publications 

To address the stated aim and answer the research questions posed, this thesis includes four 

articles that, first, address and build upon the theoretical framework and, second, provide insight 

into the case of the mining policy process from both a national and an international perspective. 

In the figure below, Article 1 is reflected in the blue ovals, Article 2 in the red ovals, Article 3 in 

the green oval, and Article 4 in the yellow oval. These articles, in combination, cover all the 

components of the framework. 

 

Figure 5.1 – Article coverage of the theoretical framework 

 

Article 1 – “Social license to operate”: a relevant term in northern European mining? 

• Social license and legitimacy 

The first article addresses the first research question by looking at the governance 

environment and the effect the associated activities bear on the attitudes of local communities. In 

this article, I held roles in developing the research question and theoretical framework and 

assisted in crafting of the interview guide used across all the cases, I collected, analyzed, and 

wrote the Swedish findings and helped with outlining the conclusions for the paper. 

By providing context for the issues raised at the local level amongst citizens, interest groups, 

local industry, indigenous communities, and municipal officials, it illustrates the relationship 

between legitimacy (state-led, formal processes) and SLO (company-led, informal processes). It 

also assesses the prominence of the SLO concept in the Swedish context and examine the degree 
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to which mining companies and communities respond toward one another. Based on previous 

SLO studies in the field, we applied an analytical framework to empirically investigate whether it 

can provide greater insight into the motivations both behind a community’s acceptance of or 

opposition to a company's project, as well as the extent to which a company is willing to appease 

the public in order to gain their acceptance. The framework combines a set of normative criteria 

the company must meet as a precondition to gaining SLO, with different levels of community 

acceptance indicating the degree to which a community bestows SLO on the company. 

 

Article 2 – Too Good to be True? The Expectations and Reality of Mine Development in Pajala, 

Sweden 

• Input and output legitimacy and social license 

 The second article addresses the second research question, the relationship between input and 

output legitimacy, by looking at the factors that contribute to the legitimacy of a mine in northern 

Sweden, looking at the community of Pajala where a new mine opened in 2012. In this article, I 

developed the theoretical framework, research questions, conducted and analyzed the interviews, 

and produced the conclusions. 

The article used interviews to draw out what legitimized or delegitimized the mine with local 

residents representing different interests. From these interviews we determined that economic 

factors weighed most heavily in generating support for the mine. Subsequently, in order to 

determine if these economic expectations matched reality, we examined economic performance 

data on the municipality. We found that many of the factors identified in the interviews related to 

local outcomes and that these matched closely with the economic change brought by the mine. 

Given the perception of the mine was generally positive, the congruence between the economic 

expectations and reality validate this support from the community. Thus, our results provide 

insight to understand the factors that affect legitimacy at the local level. 

 

Article 3 – Trust the Process: Community Development and Legitimacy in Northern Mining 

• Output and throughput legitimacy 

The third article investigates the relationship between community and government, 

addressing the third research question and the link between throughput and output legitimacy. In 

this article, I developed the theoretical framework, research questions, consulted on the survey 
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questions, helped orient the statistical analysis, and produced the conclusions.  

By investigating local attitudes toward new or potential mining project and the separation 

between preference for economic development and environmental/cultural preservation, this 

paper looks at outcome factors of the mine and trust in government. Utilizing survey data from 

Sweden and Canada, this study departs with a comparison of expectations on livelihood and 

land-use, based on sustainable development. It aggregates preferences to determine correlations 

to positive or negative attitudes towards mining and mine development. It then looks at several 

factors of trust and demographics to look at their effect in relation to sustainability. In this case, 

those with economic preferences view prospective mines positively, but trust in government and 

youth serve as crucial factors. Although the economy-environment divide is expected, the 

additional factors point to the importance of the management of resource development by 

governance and that positive economic outcomes require competent politicians and 

bureaucracies. 

 

Article 4 – A View from the Top: State Perspectives on Legitimacy and the Mine Development 

Process 

• Input and output legitimacy 

 The fourth article also addresses research question three by analyzing the perspectives of 

state officials in different institutional settings to look at the relationship between input and 

throughput legitimacy. I conducted the work in this article alone, except for consulting colleagues 

on identifying the state offices to include in the study. 

Determining at who sits at the table only tells part of the story and the opportunity exists to 

explore the dynamics between actors in more detail. Input legitimacy accounts for who is 

represented while throughput legitimacy looks at how the representatives interact. The study aims 

to develop our understanding of the relationship between input and throughput legitimacy. By 

placing increased emphasis on the quality of representation, further qualifications are added to 

reflect factors that play a significant role in the process. Differences of opinion emerged on how 

the mine development process should operate and whether the current process fulfilled its 

purpose. These findings not only underscore the importance of looking more closely at the 

interaction between actors to identify issues of legitimacy but also recognize the differences that 

exist within government and the effect on legitimacy. 
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6. Results 
 

1. How do the governance arrangements and activities, formal and informal, influence local 

attitudes and the legitimacy of the mining industry? 

One of the critical points regarding legitimacy is the interaction and relationships between the 

actors involved in and affected by the process and decisions. To assess these relationships, the 

first paper focused on the cases of Pajala and Kiruna, where mines had undergone the entire 

development process and also had populations with positive attitudes towards the mine, to look at 

the relationships at the local level – in particular between residents in the local community and 

the mining company. This relationship provides two insights. First, it elucidated the types of 

interaction that occurs at the local level and the factors deemed central to legitimacy for these 

actors. The types of relationships formed, and the degree of trust established, had a strong effect 

on the belief that negative outcomes would be recognized and dealt with. Second, it pointed out 

the importance of interaction outside the regulatory framework. As many authors suggest, the 

legitimacy of mining not only rest on following the regulatory framework but also on the 

informal arrangements and practices.  

The first paper in this thesis looked at the different strategies employed by mining companies 

in their attempts to gain legitimacy within the communities located near the proposed or 

operating mine. The two Swedish cases investigated in this paper, one company new and one 

company old, were situated in populations with positive attitudes towards the mines. Therefore, it 

became important to understand to what extent company activity played a role in public attitude 

and legitimacy. The new project proponents engaged in more on-the-ground activity at a personal 

level to understand the concerns of the community while the established mining company 

expanded on existing community outreach by building physical centers to regularize the 

information flow. Although different, both activities validate the more active role of the market to 

building the legitimacy of a project, particularly within nearby communities. This type of 

approach to mine development or expansion is prevalent across the Swedish mining industry, but 

to varying degrees of success (Tarras-Wahlberg, 2014; Beland-Lindahl et al., 2018).  

Investigating the connection between mining companies and communities brings our 

attention to the question of legitimacy and governance. As companies take a more active role in 

ensuring both the development and operation of the mine conforms to the expectations unique to 
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each community, the factors affecting legitimacy differ from case to case. Legislation cannot be 

expected to account for every nuance in the affected community, rather it serves as a baseline or 

structure through which companies and affected actors operate. In some cases, the legislation 

alone elicits legitimacy while, in other cases, the demands go beyond. Although SLO as a concept 

remains in its infancy in Sweden, SLO-type activities remain prevalent and are central to the 

notion that the legitimacy of the operation in part rests on the ability of the company to determine 

the desires of the community in relation to the mine, a recognition of the context – norms, values, 

and history. Because of the more active role companies take in managing the perception of the 

mine, from building information centers in town to answering text messages at any hour, the onus 

for ensuring legitimacy also shifts. Looking at these two Swedish cases, state and market actors 

operate in the same space but possess different, complementary roles. For legitimacy in the 

mining sector, the affected actors must consider both simultaneously.  

 

2. How do input and output legitimacy relate to one another in the mine development 

process? 

The shifting perceptions of legitimacy due to the altered role of the market and the lines of 

responsibility informed a further investigation of participation and outcomes in relation to 

legitimacy. Using the classic input-output dimensions fit well with the nature of the mining 

industry – an intensive planning and development phase (input) which then result in multiple, 

tangible effects (output).  

The second article in the thesis placed focus on the views of key stakeholders in Pajala that 

represented government, nature conservation, business development and the Sámi reindeer 

herding community. Importantly, they all participated in the recent mine development process and 

all held relatively positive views on mine development. In considering balance between input and 

output, the expectations skewed towards output legitimacy as these connected the impact of the 

mine to the community. And, while input side factors also affected attitudes towards the operation, 

the connection to legitimacy was not as clear. Rather input served to improve existing legitimacy, 

rather than establish it, since output factors dominated these discussions. However, both the input 

and output factors put the company in a position to deliver. In both the planning and operation of 

the mine, government remained a background actor as the relationship between the stakeholders 

and company held greater importance and residents looked to the company first to address and 
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solve any concerns brought forward. But looking at the input-output dichotomy revealed another 

key trade-off.   

Because the need for employment and population growth factored heavily in the case studied, 

most of the output factors related to economic outcomes. But the environmental factors also 

received consideration on factors negatively affecting legitimacy. Thus, in this case, economy and 

environment were the legitimizing and delegitimizing factors, respectively. Amongst involved 

actors, the majority of factors that legitimized the mine fell under the umbrella of economy, 

including employment growth, higher wages, and local business opportunities to name a few. On 

the opposite side, many of the expected negative environmental factors such as water quality, 

dust production, and irreversible landscape change emerged in the interviews. In this regard, the 

most mentioned factors related to outcomes, or legitimacy on the output-side. The input-side 

factors, concerning procedures for public participation in the processes such as the ability to 

contact and communicate with the company, served as trust building factors for residents that the 

outcomes would be fulfilled. So, while influence over the decisions related to the mine matters, 

the actual effects of the mine on the community hold greater consequence for its overall 

legitimacy, and thus public attitudes towards the project. 

The third paper investigated whether the findings from targeted interviews apply more 

generally, adding communities where local residents are more skeptical to the establishment of 

new mines. Broadened to a survey, the analysis looked at individuals living in and next to 

proposed and operating mines, outside the previous case, in two mining jurisdictions: Sweden 

and Canada. First, investigating the delineation from the focused study, a similar trend emerged 

across both jurisdictions. The respondents that placed greater primacy on economic factors 

viewed the mine favourably while, conversely, those that preferred a strong interpretation of 

sustainability viewed the mine unfavourably. On one level, this confirms the prior findings that 

economics and environment/social expectations represent the clearest demarcation on the 

legitimacy of the mine. However, additional factors require consideration. Within this sample, 

two other key influences exist: demographics and trust.  

The effect that demographics bears on the perception of the mine fits many of the 

expectations related to opportunity and an eye to the future. In both jurisdictions, young men 

represent the demographic that views potential mining operations most positively and this can 

largely be attributed to the fact that they will likely be the benefactors of work at the mine. 
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Considering the importance of economics, particularly employment creation, as a positive factor 

this demographic result is not a surprise while, for those less positive towards the mine, the 

economic incentives are less favourable. 

Trust serves as a more interesting factor related to the acceptability of a potential mine. 

Often trust is related to the capacity of an actor to fulfill their duties. Therefore, while economic, 

environmental, and social considerations represent some of the orientation towards the mine 

related to values, trust reflects the relationships. Amongst trust factors, the most consistent 

indicator for acceptability of the mine came from trust in the municipal government in 

Norrbotten/Västerbotten and the provincial government in Saskatchewan. Trust in national 

government showed no significance. Most importantly, the significance of increased business 

factor closely matched the trust in both municipal and provincial government. The connection is 

importance because the outcomes require facilitation. In this case, the municipal or provincial 

government holds the role of facilitator to ensuring economic growth, employment and business 

is delivered. 

In both the interviews and surveys, the input-output dichotomy produces comparable results 

in terms of trade-offs on sustainability and the emphasis on the impacts of the mine. On one hand, 

this points to the importance of outcomes when considering the legitimacy of the mining industry. 

On the other hand, the effect of input remains ambiguous. It helps facilitate more legitimacy 

overall by building trust, particularly in delivering the expected outcomes, but not an offsetting 

effect. However, this may point to the limited nature of input legitimacy in governance 

arrangements and the need for another dimension of legitimacy, throughput, to understand the 

interplay between actors.  

 

3. To what extent does throughput legitimacy affect the input-output relationship in the 

mining industry? 

As a new concept, the position that throughput legitimacy holds in the established 

input-output relationship is still relatively underdeveloped. This provided an opportunity to 

explore the conceptualization of the concept and operationalize it to fit a policy sector, in this 

case mining. And while companies engage in new activities to gain acceptance from the local 

communities, the third article demonstrates that public attitudes towards mining still depend on 

the perception of government – trust in government authorities plays a role in establishing a mine. 
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Further, input legitimacy itself is limited in scope and throughput legitimacy presents more 

variables to draw out crucial factors that affect legitimacy. To further examine the relationship 

between trust in government and throughput legitimacy, the analysis shifted to government 

officials and added the third dimension to the input-output legitimacy dynamic. Making the 

economic and environmental connection to the mine requires the consideration of impacts and, 

therefore, on the local level more weight fell on the output legitimacy side. However, the 

importance in trust in government means the involved agencies management of inputs translating 

to outcomes also requires attention.  

The fourth paper in this thesis investigated legitimacy from the perspective of the state to 

provide further insight into the relationship between input and throughput legitimacy. Factoring 

in transparency, accountability, and responsiveness expands beyond the democratic participation 

of input legitimacy and, more importantly, whether looking at the quality of interaction can more 

accurately reflect the relationship between legitimacy and governance. While looking at 

government when considering legitimacy appears counter-intuitive, it speaks to the nature of 

complex policy processes. First, if governance processes are at work, then government offices 

will also have expectations that sometimes fail to be met. And, in the case of mining, multiple 

government agencies play take on separate roles and the state cannot be considered a monolith in 

the question of legitimacy. 

In both the Swedish and Canadian contexts, a range of offices and agencies govern the mine 

development process. The results from this research produce interesting results on both the added 

dimension of throughput legitimacy and influence of institutional design – indicating the 

importance of assessing the perspective of government. Upon comparing the views of state 

officials from Norrbotten, Sweden and Saskatchewan, Canada, the relevance of throughput 

legitimacy comes to the fore. According to the state officials interviewed, the two cases represent 

mine development processes with distinctly different levels of legitimacy. In Saskatchewan, very 

little public objection and protest to mine development exists while open protest and contestation 

persists in Norrbotten (Beland-Lindahl et al., 2018). Analyzing input legitimacy hints at the 

variation in perspectives that different state agencies hold on the mine development process. First, 

the Canadian officials cite only two key actors in the mine development process: government and 

the project proponent; while, in Sweden, land owners, and indigenous communities also play a 

key role. However, relative consensus exists on the identification of these actors in both contexts. 
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The differences begin to appear when considering degree of influence these actors ought to 

possess in the process, but throughput legitimacy illustrates this variation in more detail.  

While many of the expectations regarding transparency, accountability, and responsiveness 

are shared amongst the informants, the perspectives on the actual activities related to these factors 

differs significantly. In both Canada and Sweden, government offices perceive the actions of the 

company and involved actors differently, some pleased with the approach that companies take in 

sharing information and responding to concerns while others believe more could be done. Further, 

the challenge of ensuring that other stakeholders can effectively participate without demanding 

too many resources becomes particularly clear when officials consider throughput legitimacy. 

Striking a balance between effectiveness and efficiency produces one of the biggest challenges 

for government officials. However, the biggest insight into the importance of throughput 

legitimacy comes with their perspectives on other government offices. 

While the responses in Saskatchewan essentially mirrored each other, in Norrbotten many of 

the issues related to legitimacy were due to a perceived lack of transparency and accountability in 

other government offices. Interesting, many of the factors identified to negatively affect 

legitimacy came from skepticism of other state agencies, not the actions of market or societal 

actors. While this can be attributed to the structure of the institutions responsible for mine 

approval, centralized in Saskatchewan and fragmented in Norrbotten, it validates the importance 

of assessing throughput legitimacy in relation to the input and output dimensions. Factors such 

transparency, accountability, and responsiveness provide more context and substance to the input 

legitimacy dimension. Since different state agencies potentially perceive the interaction in diverse 

ways, their respective perceptions of legitimacy differ. While these differences in perception may 

reflect existing contestation on a policy issue, it also potentially affects the attitudes of local actor. 

Therefore, legitimacy, considering different governance structures, can benefit from 

disaggregation of the state. Finally, throughput legitimacy may provide the necessary perspective 

to understand legitimacy issues within a policy process or policy sector and reflect context that 

input and output alone cannot (Schmidt, 2014; Doberstein & Miller, 2016). 

 

This thesis investigated the factors that affect legitimacy in the context of different 

governance structures. When the range of involved actors expands beyond government, key 

questions emerge regarding legitimacy and the factors critical to its presence. Thus, when 
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evaluating the expectations of the process and outcomes, looking beyond government becomes 

necessary and the inclusion of industry and other stakeholders adds new variables into the 

legitimacy equation. The view that input and output legitimacy can off-set one another is clearly 

too simplistic and, at least in the case of mining, output legitimacy appears to weigh more heavily 

to the effect of overall attitudes.  

Because of the complex, long-term implications, the importance of outputs makes sense. 

Once the decision is made, the consequences are irreversible. That is not to say, however, that the 

path to the outcomes is irrelevant. Rather than balancing out a lack of output legitimacy, input 

and throughput serve as mechanisms to develop trust, with throughput carrying greater 

importance. Actors then have confidence their expectations will become a reality. Confidence 

requires the development of relationships and factors such as transparency, accountability, and 

responsiveness are more important than the mere ability to participate. Assessing the roster of 

actors and comparing different perspectives on influence only tells part of the story; revealing the 

shared expectations on the behavior of other actors and the extent to which they live up to these 

expectations is key to bridging the process to outcomes. 
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7. Discussion 

 The broad objective of this thesis is to investigate legitimacy and how is it achieved. Because 

answering this aim directly is arguably impossible, given the complexity of legitimacy as a 

concept, this thesis focused on the relationship between input, throughput, and output legitimacy. 

Applying this framework to the mining industry produced findings linked to the empirical context 

but also raised methodological questions and, most importantly, adds to the theoretical work on 

the concept of legitimacy. 

I. Legitimacy and Mining 

 In the context of the mining industry, the importance of input, throughput, and output 

legitimacy shifts according to the perspective of the actor. One of the key findings in this thesis is 

the importance of output legitimacy at the local actor level. Because of the direct impact that 

mining operations bear on the nearby communities, it comes as little surprise that the outcomes of 

the mine matter most for local actors when assessing the legitimacy of the mine. For studies that 

highlight the conflict between communities and companies (Kemp et al., 2011; Bebbington & 

Williams, 2008; Hilson, 2002), the somewhat all-or-nothing stakes for some individuals explains 

why these conflicts emerge, despite the increased focus on participation. But, for communities 

interested in economic opportunities, the prospect of job creation and business development 

outweighs environmental conservation – but the economic opportunities must be realized. 

Conversely, those opposed to mining at the local level place high value on environmental and 

social-cultural conservation, in large part due to livelihood and lifestyle, reaffirming the division 

on attitudes along these lines (Bebbington et al. 2008; Bury, 2002). Thus, the quality of the 

consultations and participation are secondary because the impact and change is so significant. 

This was demonstrated both at the level of stakeholder interviews and community surveys. 

Seeing the strong correlation between legitimacy and expectations on economic development on 

one side while legitimacy deficits and expectations on changes to environment and cultural 

heritage is not surprising in itself but seeing the same correlation for stakeholders in interviews 

and sample residents in a survey – in both low and high contestation cases, across jurisdictions – 

indicates a common theme.  

 Government plays an important and complicated role in legitimacy. Generally, trust in 

government is strongly correlated to positive attitudes towards the mine. This makes sense from a 

practice point of view since its serves as the regulator – government ensures mining produces the 
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positive outcomes it promises while minimizing the detrimental effects (Muradian et al., 2003). 

In the case of the institutional design differences between Saskatchewan and Norrbotten, one 

centralized and one fragmented, the importance of throughput legitimacy is critical. Since state 

agencies in Sweden possess significant autonomy, each must develop unique relationships with 

the other actors, including other agencies. When state actors assume distinct roles in regulating 

the mining industry, trust in these offices and agencies to carry out their responsibilities 

competently holds a strong effect on the perception of whether the desired outcomes will be 

realized. The repercussions for legitimacy are important. At the citizen level, autonomous state 

entities, as in Sweden, may experience distinct levels of legitimacy. And, at the system level, 

additional checks and balances may be viewed as more legitimate. At the company level, 

disagreement at the agency level could be perceived as regulatory unpredictability. Since 

relationships between actors is necessary to establishing trust, the throughput stage for both 

legitimacy and SLO is key to understanding why actors hold confidence their expectations will 

be delivered. And this explains the relationship between legitimacy and SLO. The transparency, 

accountability, and responsiveness of government and company during the development process 

affect the trust in their capacity to fulfill the desired, and expected, outcomes.  

II. Methodological Discussion 

 The task of operationalizing legitimacy is challenging, at the very least, and required some 

simplification and empirically based adjustments. First, the basic conception of legitimacy being 

the congruence of expectations and reality served useful for the purposes of this study because of 

the breadth of this definition. Because of the range of samples used in the thesis, from interviews 

of affected stakeholders and government officials to surveys of local communities, the easy 

application of the expectation/reality relationship allowed application to each of these levels. 

However, this placed the thesis between the social and normative conceptions of legitimacy. 

Expectations, as I used it, served as a distilled version of norms, beliefs, and values while also 

recognizing the effect of contextual factors in perception. One of the obvious shortcomings of 

this approach is the inability to speak directly to normative legitimacy. While the work in this 

thesis can hint at normative qualities related to legitimacy, research more targeted towards 

unveiling the underlying norms and values is needed to address the theory directly.  

 Using input, throughput, and output legitimacy as a framework proved particularly useful in 

an empirical setting such as mining. Making the connection between the development process to 
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input, interaction between actors to throughput, and outcomes and impacts to output allowed for a 

straightforward development of questions in both the interviews and surveys. This aided in both 

delivering questions and organizing and analyzing the data. 

One of the more difficult tasks, however, was keeping input and throughput legitimacy 

theoretically and empirically separate. While outputs are fairly clear in both identification and 

measurement (particularly in mining), separating the ability to participate and hold influence 

from the quality of interaction is not immediately clear. Article 4 provides the strongest attempt to 

neatly separate these two dimensions and, according to the data and results, there are identifiable 

factors related to each, further investigation and expansion on the throughput legitimacy concept 

is needed – particularly if it carries the important that this thesis indicates. 

 The methodological strategy of using multiple methods proved valuable. First, while 

interviews and surveys inherently produce different data which leads to problems of 

comparability, the compatibility of some data strengthened the findings of this thesis. Collecting 

data related to input and especially output legitimacy lends well to both interview and survey 

methods. As just discussed, the identification of these factors is relatively straightforward. 

Applying each dimension of legitimacy to each method is the ideal approach for triangulation 

(Yin, 2009). However, throughput legitimacy proved difficult to operationalize for interviews and 

required rewording and defining during the data collection process. Transferring this application 

to surveys seems problematic at this stage. Part of this issue is the infancy of the concept and a 

goal for future research should be attempts to simplify its factors, but understanding relationships 

is complex work. An ambition for future research is finding  

 Collecting data in a cross-national format provides the opportunity to compare factors related 

to legitimacy in different contexts to elucidate important commonalities. In this thesis, many 

common factors emerged with regard to legitimacy, providing a basis for future cross-national 

studies not only on the mining industry but also in other resource development sectors. One of the 

shortcomings of the approach was the limitation to only two cases, Norrbotten and 

Saskathcnewan, in the interviews with government officials. Because of the two different 

institutional designs in mine development, further interview studies would greatly bolster the 

understanding of throughput legitimacy. While the work done in this thesis gives a strong 

indication that important factors lie within throughput legitimacy to understand the legitimacy of 

the entire policy process, referencing only two cases somewhat weakens the findings.  
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III. Theoretical Contribution 

A central finding in this thesis is the relation between different governance arrangements and 

the factors of legitimacy. Depending on the level of the actor(s) in the analysis, the significance 

on each of the three legitimacy dimensions (input, throughput, output) changed. Local 

communities focus on output while companies and government concentrate on input and 

throughput. Considering the complexity different governance arrangements bring to the policy 

process and its negotiations (Peters and Pierre, 2008), such as the level of community 

participation, the degree of non-regulatory activity from the company, and the structure of 

government agencies, legitimacy mirrors that complexity. To account for the proliferation of 

engaged actors, understanding legitimacy requires different tools. Investigating different 

connections between input, throughput, and output legitimacy with different methods provides 

these tools.  

Looking at the classic balance between input and output legitimacy from the perspective of 

local actors pushes the weight of the equation firmly on the output side. Although SLO, and 

similar forms of governance, play heavily on the importance of consultations and participation in 

the planning process, the effect of the outcome on local actors is critical to legitimacy. This calls 

into question whether input legitimacy is enough to offset an output legitimacy deficit (Scharpf, 

1999). Particularly for long-term decisions, participation and deliberation may not have the 

capability of increasing legitimacy when the outcomes are unwanted. A key role for future 

research in legitimacy studies is to determine whether this is isolated to mining, resource 

development, land use, or public policy in general when it comes to local attitudes.  

Another important theoretical contribution is the role of throughput legitimacy. Particularly in 

policy processes that include multiple government offices, throughput legitimacy sheds light on 

the expectations government actors hold regarding both non-government entities and other 

government entities alike (Schmidt, 2013). In the case of understanding legitimacy of policy 

processes, government should not be viewed as a monolith. Different government agencies have 

the potential to have strong differences in the perception of how the policy processes is working, 

particularly if other government agencies are failing in their duties. Thus, it comes a little surprise 

that legitimacy deficits emerge from affected actors if the governance bodies identify internal 

legitimacy problems. Because throughput legitimacy focuses more closely on the relational 

aspect of legitimacy, it produced important findings at the state agency level. But, for local actors, 
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throughput produced an indirect mediating effect – that competence exists to produce the desired 

outcomes. Throughput legitimacy may therefore be critical to understanding legitimacy in 

horizontal relationships. 
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8. Conclusion 

This thesis provides new insight into legitimacy on three fronts. First, context matters. 

Specifically, in cases where achieving legitimacy is challenging (Beland Lindahl et al., 2018), 

understanding the impact of the diversity of perspectives state, market, and societal actors and the 

connections and amalgamation of these perspectives is critical. Because norms, and their 

historical development and context, play such a critical role in legitimacy, findings tools to 

elucidate expectations is essential. This thesis utilized expectations to connect to norms and this 

proved successful. Expectations apply to high ranking bureaucrats and the average citizen, 

making congruence between expectations and reality malleable enough to handle the contextual 

nuance.  

Second, corporate activities matter. In the case of mining, social license to operate does not 

occur in isolation. The framework created by government sets the parameters for corporate work, 

but the relationship is reflexive. When affected actors consider the acceptability of a project, SLO 

and legitimacy are not viewed separately, but in combination (Prno & Slocombe, 2012; Curran, 

2017). Therefore, in circumstances where companies take an active role in fostering public 

support, it must be included in the analysis on legitimacy. 

Third, theoretical frameworks matter. For the work in this thesis, using input, throughput, and 

output legitimacy provided a robust framework to study a policy problem. Using this trichotomy 

not only allows the researcher to approach legitimacy from different angles, from local actors to 

company representatives to state officials, but also account for relational and outcome factors. 

Understanding the legitimacy of a policy sector is complex, therefore the framework must 

provide enough flexibility to engage a range of actors and account for the key factors. 
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The concept of social license to operate (SLO) is increasingly being used throughout the
world to describe a specific aspect of company–community relations in resource-
extractive projects, in particular how different actors interact to resolve, or not, the
social and economic impacts on local communities and other stakeholders. This article
will tease out the main elements of the SLO concept and examine the degree to which
both actors (mining companies and communities), verbally and in action, respond
toward one another. Based on previous empirical studies of scholars in the field, we
have applied an analytical framework of SLO to empirically test whether or not it can
provide greater insight into the motivations both behind a community’s acceptance of
or opposition to a company’s project, as well as the extent to which a company is
willing to appease the public in order to gain their acceptance. The framework
combines a set of normative criteria the company must meet as a precondition to
gaining SLO, with different levels of community acceptance indicating the degree to
which a community bestows SLO on the company. Eight case studies from the
European north (two mining projects in each of the countries Norway, Finland, Russia,
and Sweden) have been selected to test the SLO analytical framework in order to
ultimately determine whether a company’s specific SLO practices (i.e. active public
engagement, sponsoring community projects, etc.) generate different levels of
community acceptance. Although there are other contributing factors that affect
company–community relations in the context of mining projects, most notably the legal
and regulatory frameworks for resource-extractive projects, the goal of this article is to
focus on the social and ethical dimensions of the company–community relationship.
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1. Introduction

The concept of ‘social licensing’, or ‘social license to operate’ (SLO), continues to gain
momentum in the literature focusing on the social and economic impacts of resource-
extractive projects on local communities. While the concept to a large extent is connected
to mining and minerals development, it has also found its way into the literature on e.g.
forest management (Dare et al. 2010), infrastructure development (Hanna et al. 2014),
the different energy industries (Hall et al. 2015), the analysis of non-resident workers
(Campbell et al. 2014; Rainer et al. 2014), and also tourism research (Gill et al. 2007).
The proliferation of the concept also assumes – or at least approaches – the guise of
global applicability, that is, that where there is a resource-extractive industry some form
of process related to social licensing is also present.
For this article, a multi-national research group chose eight case studies from the

European north (two in each of the countries Norway, Finland, Russia, and Sweden)
in order to accomplish two specific goals. The first goal is to provide a general concep-
tual framework that defines the various dimensions of SLO both from the company as
well as the community standpoint. It is in combining these dimensions that the two
elements comprising the analytical framework are established: three normative criteria,
or boundary criteria, evaluating company actions, and the four levels of community
acceptance, also referred to as levels of social license, that embody the community’s atti-
tude toward a company. (This will be discussed in more detail in Section 2) Using this
analytical perspective of SLO, we then examine how mining companies in the Fennos-
candia/Kola peninsula perform, both verbally and in action, toward the local commu-
nities and other stakeholders, and in turn, how communities respond to the differing
behavior of companies. The main criteria for choosing two cases per country is that
there are, even on the surface, notable differences in either company or community be-
havior, with the idea being to compare and contrast the outcomes both within an individ-
ual country as well as across all four countries. The second goal is more focused as we
again apply the analytical framework merging normative criteria and community levels
of acceptance to critically examine whether the mining companies’ SLO practices in all
eight case studies actually generate different levels of community acceptance. The con-
cluding section provides examples of company practices across all four countries that do
indeed generate different levels of SLO and also discusses some important outside
factors that affect it as well.
The first half of the article now proceeds to outline the concept of SLO as well as the

analytical framework of SLO that will be applied to the case studies, which then constitute
the second half of the article.

2. ‘SLO’ – a conceptual umbrella

As one recent review on the conceptual roots of SLO points out, mere legal compliance
with environmental regulations ‘has [… ] become an increasingly insufficient means of
satisfying society’s expectations with regards to mining issues’ (Prno and Slocombe
2012: 346). In one sense, social licensing thus denotes an expectation of certain types
of voluntary behavior from a company, that is, behavior that is in addition to the legal
requirements that companies face in their planned or actual operations. And, restricting
ourselves to mining issues, social licensing has become a conceptual umbrella to denote
both processes and content aiming (on the process side) at building and strengthening col-
laborative processes in the development, operation, and closing of mines, as well as (on the
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content side) delivering an acceptable mix of burdens and benefits, thereby securing a con-
tinuous acceptance of mining operations in a given community, or as formulated by Prno
an SLO is present when ‘a mining project is seen as having a broad, ongoing approval and
acceptance of society to conduct its activities’ (Prno 2013: 577).

2.1. The emergence of the concept of SLO

By using the term ‘conceptual umbrella’ to initially describe social licensing, we admittedly
recognize a certain vagueness in both its definition and application as found in the literature.
In our view, the concept has emerged out of three strands of analytical perspectives.
Firstly, building on studies on corporate social responsibility (CSR), which also is tied

to the development and implementation of increasingly global norms, there are certain
elements (typically the business ethics component) of corporate procedures that are
directly related to gaining and maintaining local acceptance and thereby social license
(Esteves and Barclay 2011). CSR standards are not, however, intended to be purely altruis-
tic as a company is always accountable to its investors. Hence, the other rationale for
implementing a set of ethical standards, which again usually include the desire to obtain
community approval for a project, is a more level-headed concern for ‘the bottom line’
and thus understood as a voluntary risk avoidance strategy intended to forestall opposition,
more direct regulation, or as an early adaptation to expected future regulations (Gunning-
ham et al. 2004). In short, the point of following CSR standards is that it is a risk reducing
strategy to ensure a smoother project approval process and ongoing operations, all the
while assuring investors of the eventual success.
Secondly, when viewed from the community side, the focus of SLO shifts toward iden-

tifying locally voiced demands and concerns regarding changes or modifications in
planned or existing mining projects (and these changes may encompass land use, environ-
mental as well as socio-economic aspects), and/or changes in decision-making processes
typically aiming at more inclusive citizen participation (Arnstein 1969) producing ‘mean-
ingful involvement’ (Prno and Slocombe 2012). Locally voiced demands typically include
(a) a greater share of the benefits from mining activities, (b) more participation in decision-
making, as well as (c) credible assurances regarding safe and responsible operations
regarding both working conditions and environmental impacts (Prno 2013: 577). Accep-
tance is, of course, a relative term, and communities are rarely, if ever, unitary or mono-
lithic in their members’ attitudes toward large scale development projects like mining
given the different and often competing agendas that are usually present among groups
of people. Unanimous acceptance is made even more difficult because the relevant com-
munity may be hard to define conceptually and delineate geographically (Esteves 2008;
Wilburn and Wilburn 2011: 5).
Thirdly, even if we started out regarding SLO as some quality in addition to legal

requirements, we want to make a case for an empirical approach. The distinctions
between the legal and informal requirements may be difficult to identify empirically.
We would, therefore, like to explore the possibilities that even formal regulations and pro-
cedures may be relevant for understanding the development of SLO because extractive
projects by definition occur within a regulatory context and therefore influence
company and community behavior. Twenty years ago, Scharpf (1997) coined the
phrase ‘governance in the shadow of hierarchy’ to denote processes that are not part of
hierarchical structures, but nevertheless are dependent on the existence of hierarchies to
unfold. The threat of (possible future) regulation, as mentioned previously, may be one
instance of such a ‘shadow’. Another instance may be that social licensing is difficult to
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differentiate totally from the processes of formal licensing and environmental assessment
(e.g. public consultations, input from the municipality, indigenous rights); although, this is
confined mostly to the phase of development rather than the operational phase.
Social licensing is often cast as a bilateral relationship between a company and a given

local community (Esteves 2008; Esteves and Barclay 2011; Prno 2013), even though Gun-
ningham et al. (2004) expand the scope to include the company’s relation to ‘the wider
society, and various constituent groups’ (Gunningham et al. 2004: 313). The core focus
on bilateral company–community relationships is, for example, at the center of so-
called impact and benefit agreements (IBAs), perhaps most known from Canada, which
are specific forms of social licensing: voluntary, formal agreements between mining com-
panies and aboriginal communities. Fidler and Hitch (2007) note that on the benefit-side,
IBAs typically focus on the benefits and opportunities that mining development may
present for the communities, while on the impact-side they focus on the social risk
factors such as adverse socio-economic or biophysical effects (Fidler and Hitch 2007:
50). The promise of such an instrument is to achieve ‘a more sustainable mining develop-
ment by [… ] engaging in the appropriate level of consultation and providing adequate
benefits and compensation’ (Fidler and Hitch 2007). Again, in this IBA instrument, we
see both the process and content aspects of mining development.
The need to distinguish between legal requirements and informal practices are, in fact,

one of the objectives of the regulatory framework itself which include environmental (and
social) impact assessments, mining-related land-use planning, as well as the formal mining
licensing procedures. When enquiring into SLO it is important not to let the institutional
system out of sight as it is many times difficult to differentiate where the formal legal pro-
cesses ends, and where the presumably CSR-motivated social licensing processes begin.

3. Basic features of the SLO

The SLO literature focuses on two separate but complementary components: the first is a
hierarchy consisting of four levels of social license that can be bestowed (or not) by the
community to a company for a project. The four levels are (community) withdrawal,
acceptance, approval, and finally identification with the project psychologically or on a
co-ownership level (Prno and Slocombe 2012; Thomson and Boutilier 2011b). Translated
to everyday language, these levels of SLO represent ‘how the community responds to the
project’, that is, whether it rejects or accepts it. The second component of SLO consists of
three normative criteria, also termed boundary criteria in this article, which are legitimacy,
credibility, and trust. These criteria can be used to analyze how the community and rel-
evant stakeholders view the project as a result of company behavior (Thomson et al.
2010: 15).
For our analytical framework, the levels of SLO (withdrawal, acceptance, approval, and

finally identification with the project psychologically) and the normative criteria (legiti-
macy, credibility, and trust) are merged and arranged in a hierarchy, which can be inter-
preted as phases of earning (or not) a social license. With respect to the levels of social
license, withdrawal constitutes the lowest level of the hierarchy, meaning rejection of
SLO for a company and thus seriously jeopardizing the realization of a given project.
Boutilier et al. (2012: 231) indirectly validate this when they say that ‘[… ] acceptance
is a tentative willingness to let the project proceed. However, complaints and doubts
linger’ (Thomson et al. 2012). Given this definition, it is clear that the level of withdrawal
indicates a community’s disapproval with a project and the withholding of any social
license.
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The second level, which is acceptance, must be regarded as the minimal objective for
any company interested in, or dependent on, its relations with the local community. At
a very basic level, ‘acceptance’ gives a company social license for the project to
proceed and is achieved when the project is regarded by the community as legitimate.
The third level, ‘approval’ occurs when the community regards the project as favorable,
and may be granted when a company has secured both legitimacy and credibility as a foun-
dation of trust. This level of SLO represents the absence of sociopolitical risk.
Identification with the project psychologically (Prno and Slocombe 2012), or co-own-

ership (Thomson and Boutilier 2011b) suggest, is the highest level of social license and
can only be attained when the community has full trust in the company – ideally, commu-
nities that have full trust in a company believe that the company will always act in the com-
munity’s best interest (Thomson and Boutilier 2011b). In this case the community shares
responsibility for the project’s success even to the extent that psychologically, both parties
come to view it as a co-ownership arrangement.
With respect to the three normative criteria that indicate how a community views

company behavior – legitimacy, credibility, and trust – for Boutilier et al. (2012) ‘legiti-
macy’ demarcates between ‘a company that has lost its social license and one that has a
minimum social license’ (Boutilier et al. 2012: 231). On the level of perception, Tyler
defines legitimacy as ‘the belief that authorities, institutions, and social arrangements are
appropriate, proper, and just’ (Tyler 2006: 376). Various scholars divide legitimacy into
three categories: economic legitimacy, which means that there has to be economic
benefit to the community (Thomson and Boutilier 2011a); sociopolitical legitimacy
meaning that the company/project contributes to the well-being of the area, respects the
local way of life and acts in accordance with community’s views of fairness (Thomson
and Boutilier 2011a); and third, legal legitimacy, meaning that the company has all necess-
ary legal permits in place and is observing the official legal norms. The distribution and
strength of such beliefs will vary in any given community, and the assessment of what con-
stitutes ‘sufficient’ legitimacy for some level of acceptance must necessarily be qualitative
in nature. As to the second criteria, credibility, Thomson and Boutilier (2011b) see it as the
foundation of trust. ‘When a company is regarded as credible, it is seen as following
through on promises and dealing honestly with everyone’ (Thomson and Boutilier
2011b: 1785). Trust is fundamental to moving through the levels, and can take two basic
forms: interactional trust and institutional trust. Interactional trust is observed when the per-
ception that the company and its management listen, respond, keep promises, engage in
mutual dialogue, and demonstrate reciprocity in its interactions. Institutionalized trust
takes place when there is a perception that relations between the stakeholders’ institutions
(e.g. the community’s representative organizations) and the project/company are based on
an enduring regard for each other’s interests (Williams and Walton 2013: 9; based on
Thomson and Boutilier 2011b).
With the concept of social license now better defined, we turn toward the application of

the analytical framework, for example, the levels of SLO and the three normative criteria,
to the eight case studies. As Thomson et al. (2010) puts it: ‘[… ] an exploration project
must be seen by the community as socially legitimate before credibility is of value in
the relationship, and both must be in place before meaningful trust can develop’.
Hence, this is a sequential process, which requires both procedural (adequate level of con-
sultation) and substantive (adequate benefits and compensation) requirements to be met by
the company. Levels of social license given by a community to a company evolve gradu-
ally, and may even reach their culmination with the full trust between the two, which is the
highest level of social acceptance, co-identification. For this reason, we will examine our
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case studies in ascending order from legitimacy to credibility and then to trust for the nor-
mative criteria, and withdrawal, acceptance, approval, and co-identification for the levels
of community acceptance. It is also important to realize that the negative cycle is possible:
‘[… ] if a project loses credibility, approval will be withdrawn and the project will fall to
the acceptance level’ (Thomson et al. 2010: 14). If a project loses legitimacy, it will face
rejection by the community, opposition, and the risk of being shut down (Thomson et al.
2010).

4. Case studies

In the second part of the article, we examine the selected cases from each country via the
concepts that were developed in Section 2. The locations of the eight case studies sights are
shown in Figure 1. Data for the individual case studies comes primarily from semi-struc-
tured interviews with an emphasis on local people, company and political representatives,
etc., some of which approved our use of their affiliation and some not. We have also,
depending on the nature of the case, analyzed local physical actions, statistical data,
public records, and previous research on the case. We have supplemented these interview
results in some cases with information from media sources and corporate strategy docu-
ments such as annual and sustainability reports (see appendix). Drawing on this qualitative

Figure 1. Location of the case-study sites (Karolina Banul).
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perspective, we evaluate whether SLO has been attained, and if so what level has been
reached, for each mining project. We also acknowledge that our conclusions are based
on a limited case-study approach and are not intended to be widely extrapolated.

4.1. Norway

SLO as a term has not yet entered the mining discourse in Norway due in large part to the
strength of Norwegian regulatory arrangements. If a company follows the formal rules, it
is then seen as fulfilling its duties also toward the local community. The two cases selected
for exploring the degree to which SLO influences the behavior of mining companies in
northern Norway1 differ significantly in their histories, ownership structures and their
public outreach strategies. The first company, Nussir ASA established in 2005, is a
copper mining company with one copper project in the planning phase in northern
Norway. Although the field was discovered in the 1970s, the deposits are as yet undeve-
loped. The second company, Sydvaranger Gruve (SVG), established in 2007, is mining in
an area that has seen mining activity since 1906 and whose population is therefore well
acquainted with mining operations and their impacts (Table 1).

Table 1. Case summary: Norway.

Nussir ASA (Kvalsund, Norway) SVG (Bjornevatn, Norway)

Ownership Publicly traded company with
mixed national/international
ownership

Owned by Northern Iron Limited of
Australia

Active in locality
since

Established in 2005 Established in 2007, production
started in 2009 (mining in the
region since 1906)

Local stakeholder
engagement
according to
interviews

Company formed a ‘resource group’
of interested people to discuss
concerns raised during the
scoping plan phase for the land-
use plan and EIA

Established a local resource group
including local environmentalists,
businesses, municipal authorities
and others

Other information Ongoing publishing of both positive
and critical news about the project
on its webpages

Publishes some news and
information on company website

Additional benefits
(besides jobs) to
locality/region

None noted None noted

SLO explicit focus in
strategies?

No No

Comment Emphasizes significant involvement
of the community by running the
company within the region,
setting up feedback systems to
foster understanding and
communication and providing
local employment opportunities.
CEO also very active in meeting
with communities and other
stakeholders

Website states the company will
create a sustainable future and that
environmental sustainability
requires good monitoring and
control mechanisms
Initially, there were what
informants label ‘cultural
conflicts’ between foreign
managers and community

Indicated level of
SLO based on local
interviews

Approval Acceptance bordering on
withdrawal
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NUSSIR ASA is registered on the Oslo stock exchange with the largest shareholders
being the Norwegian management consulting company Monial AS (47.13%) and the
Swiss investment banking company UBS AG (17.83%). In addition to being the
company name, Nussir is also the name of the copper project in the planning phase,
located in Kvalsund municipality (pop. 1000), between the regional growth centers of
Alta and Hammerfest in Western Finnmark, north Norway.
SVG was established in 2007 in Bjørnevatn, near Kirkenes, a mining town since the

establishment of A/S Sydvaranger in 1906. The town has an approximate population of
10,000 and is situated close to the Russian border in the Norwegian north. During most
of the twentieth century, A/S Sydvaranger was the largest iron-ore mining company in
Norway. Originally financed by Norwegian and German investors, from the early 1950s
the company had a significant public (state) ownership and relied increasingly on state sub-
sidies. In 1985, the Norwegian Parliament decided on a reduction plan for the company
and decided it would have to become profitable within a decade (1996). Failing to
achieve this, subsidies were withdrawn and production stopped in late 1996 (Sydvaranger
Gruve AS (B)). After a series of ownership transferrals, Tschudi Shipping Company
obtained full ownership of A/S Sydvaranger lands and assets in 2006. Finally in 2007,
Northern Iron Limited was established in Australia, with Tschudi Shipping Company
AS as dominant owner with 51.5% (Sydvaranger Gruve AS (B)), specifically ‘to
acquire the Sydvaranger Iron Project in northern Norway’ (Northern Iron). Production
of magnetite iron concentrate started in 2009 without the need for the usual zoning plan
as the Norwegian Environmental Agency determined operations were considered to be
a continuation of previous activities. New permits were, however, granted in 2008.
Nussir has decided on a Corporate Governance Strategy, which includes ethical guide-

lines (§4), as well as statements on visions, values and objectives (Nussir (A)). In the com-
pany’s self-presentation, Nussir emphasizes ‘significant involvement of the community
every step of the way’ (Nussir (B)), and seeks to encourage local involvement through
a number of measures: running the company from within the region; setting up a feedback
system to foster understanding and communication; and providing local employment
opportunities. The company summarizes its approach ambitiously: ‘In short, we want
our hosts to be appropriately engaged with our company as much as Nussir wants to be
responsibly involved in their community’ (Nussir (B)).
Nussir’s CEO has also been very active in meeting with local and sectoral interest

groups and individuals, clearly beyond what may be regarded as minimum legal require-
ments. In our interviews, even the strongest opponents of the mining project give him
credit for this, although some regard it as primarily a marketing strategy for the project
idea. The ongoing publishing of both positive and critical news about the project including
expert statements, media coverage, hearing documents, and application documents about
the project on its webpages is a core part of the company’s communications policy. Thus,
both company strategy and actual person-to-person interactions point to an attitude of
openness toward the local community. On the process side (e.g. public meetings), one
would be hard pressed to find a company more actively engaged with local and other sta-
keholders. In fact, Nussir’s CEO is specifically tasked for this purpose.
To structure the interaction with local stakeholders, Nussir set up and invited interested

individuals to join a ‘resource group’ to bring forth and discuss concerns raised during the
scoping plan phase for the land-use plan and EIA. In our interview, Nussir’s CEO pointed
to what material changes this interaction had resulted in:
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The most important, visible changes have been to go mostly underground with the activities
[… ] These changes stem mainly from inputs from the reindeer herders [… ] Also a lot of
pressure from salmon and fisheries organisations regarding the knowledge base, resulting
in a number of reports almost bordering on research as distinct from what an EIA is supposed
to provide.

It seems fairly clear that the company has tried to act in a legitimate and credible manner,
thus approaching the approval level on the community acceptance hierarchy, since a
degree of trust exists between the company and the local community, at least as regards
the local political institution, the municipal council. Yet, despite the quote above from
the CEO, the company has also met with resistance, in particular from the Sami parlia-
ment, the Reindeer administration, and coastal/fisheries interests.
With respect to SVG’s public outreach strategies, their website states that the company

shall create a sustainable future (Sydvaranger Gruve AS (A)) and that environmental sus-
tainability requires good monitoring and control mechanisms. The company acknowl-
edges this is also reliant upon close cooperation with the local community (Sydvaranger
Gruve AS (A)). In practice, however, the company’s relations with the community have
not always matched their ambition. The Chief Development Officer (CDO) noted the pres-
ence of a ‘cultural conflict’ between the community and foreign managers during the first
years of operations. He attributes some of these problems to a high turnover-rate in man-
agement, as well as different management attitudes not necessarily attuned to the Norwe-
gian way of doing business.
Similar to Nussir, SVG also established a local resource group and the CDO says that

the company ‘has invited virtually all, or at least very many of those groups with interests
and commitments’ (Sydvaranger Gruve AS (A)), including local environmentalists,
businesses, municipal authorities, and others. Some participants in this group have also
been included in our interviews. While the initiative to establish a local resource group
was welcomed, some expressed an uneasiness regarding company motivation: ‘it’s
more about the company wanting to portray itself as [… ] willing to listen’, and we
only ‘get to know things after it has happened [… ] they don’t let out more (information)
than they have to, and not before they have to’. Several participants thus question the
credibility of the company’s approach to local participation and engagement, and at
best, the company seems to have only reached the acceptance level of the hierarchy and
may even be bordering on the withdrawal level.
The company representative points to a general attitude within the industry, and also in

the Norwegian Mineral Industry Association, that a reluctance exists to make ‘special
arrangements’ between companies and municipalities and that this may result in compa-
nies being confused when it comes to understanding how active or not they should be
in engaging the public. With respect to the global mining discourse, he points to differ-
ences between mining in well-developed, regulated, democratic contexts versus countries
and regions where it may be more appropriate for companies to assume a stronger com-
munity-building role (in addition to the effects of employment and other external effects).
Because there is little incentive for companies to go beyond what is required, the regu-

latory requirements surrounding mining projects are much more significant contributors to
company behavior than community acceptance outside of, or in addition to, such require-
ments. The most important procedures in this respect are the land-use zoning plan and EIA
processes as they both provide a number of different formalized opportunities for compa-
nies and the public to interact with one another. The most publicly visible one is the public
consultation hearing during the mandated scoping plan phase for the land-use/EIA
processes.
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On the technical side, the studies required for EIAs, which are always publicly avail-
able, can be used as significant leverage against a project. This has been the case in the
Nussir project as parts of the EIA, in particular the marine study, are among the most con-
tested issues. In the public debates, Nussir’s credibility began to diminish because a report
(prepared by a consulting firm) on the probable impacts of marine sea tailings in the
Repparfjord basin was roundly criticized for its measuring methodology and modeling.
What is particularly noteworthy is that the criticism came not only from partisan critics,
but also by the Institute of Marine Research, after which the credibility of the study
was questioned to an even greater extent. This dispute eventually resulted in the commis-
sioning of two additional expert assessments of the methodology (from DNV GL and
SINTEF). Decisions regarding tailings discharge under the Pollution Act, the permit for
which this methodology was also used, have not yet been made.
The approval process for the Nussir project provides some interesting insights into the

importance (or not) of both community input and SLO within a strong regulatory frame-
work that, intentional or not, appears to empower government decision-making. In July
2010, the politically elected municipal council unanimously accepted the scoping plan
for the Nussir project’s zoning plan and EIA even though a number of local/regional
organizations opposed the project and gathered a petition with 221 signatures during a
weekend in early May 2010. In addition, during the zoning plan process, the Sami Parlia-
ment and the Reindeer Administration issued formal objections to the plan due to the
impacts on reindeer-herding. Thus, despite Nussir having gained at least acceptance and
more likely approval from the local community at large, antagonism against the project
still exists at many levels. The Directorate of Fisheries also issued a formal objection,
but this was annulled because it was submitted too late in the process. In October 2012,
the municipal council (with a 7 to 1 vote) accepted the zoning plan despite these objec-
tions, thereby making the Ministry of Environment responsible for the final decision.
The Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation took over the responsibilities of
the Planning and Building Act following a reorganization after the 2013 general elections,
and overruled the objections in March 2014 through a decision approving the zoning plan.
Despite objections from legally empowered groups such as the Sami Parliament and Rein-
deer Administration, their objections were overruled and the decision-making was elev-
ated to the political level. In the Nussir case, whether or not the company receives SLO
from the local community may be less important given that higher-level government
bodies make political decisions.
The approval process of the Sydvaranger case study takes a very different trajectory

given the project is on the site of a mine in existence since 1906. In terms of SLO,
because it was an existing site, the local community initially freely gave their acceptance.
One of the local environmental activists now opposing fjord deposits of mine tailings
admits that he and others ‘were asleep’ when the SVG mining project developed
between 2006 and 2007: ‘I and the rest (of us) made the mistake that we didn’t
demand an EIA before operations were resumed’ (Interview #2). This is also echoed by
other interviewees:

What was publicized was a short notice on restarting the old mine, which we regarded as a
positive utilization of resources [in a location] without any specific nature values [… ] We
were not aware that it would entail permits for more fjord deposits [… ], nor were we
aware of the chemical additives [… ]. (Interview #1).

The reopening of the mine took place in a welcoming atmosphere, as described by a
current critic: ‘It was a time for celebration, with champagne and fireworks [… ] One
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didn’t stop to think that the world had gone on since last time [… ] and that the old mine
had been running on dispensation after dispensation’ (Interview #2).
While an EIA was never proposed for this newest iteration, SVG still needed to apply

for permits. When SVG applied for a discharge permit in 2007, the pollution agency of
Norway (SFT) allowed discharges from the production of 7 million tons of ore, including
marine discharges (Bøkfjorden) consisting of mineral waste (4.5 million tons) and chemi-
cals (250 tons amines, 750 tons Dextrin and 35 tons of Magnafloc) (Municipal document
(archive ref. 09/430) related to SVG application on discharge permit). Early in 2009 SVG
applied for permits to double production to 14 million tons of ore, with subsequent
increases in marine discharges. During the hearing phase, the municipal council by
majority vote (6 May 2009) advised against allowing a revised permit. However, in late
September 2009, council members from the Labor Party and the Progress Party gathered
a sufficient number of signatures to bring the issue on the agenda once more. This time (7
October 2009) they reached the opposite conclusion with a 13 to 12 vote (Municipal docu-
ment (archive ref. 09/430) related to SVG application on discharge permit). Dissatisfaction
with the process and final decision made a sufficiently large minority demand that the
County Governor check the legality of the decision.
In March 2010, the company started using a different flocculation chemical (Magnafloc

1707) from what had been described in their 2008 permit application (Magnafloc 155).
Following inspections, SVG was notified by the Environmental Agency2 on 25 October
that this was not covered by their original permit application. However, after submitting
an application on 1 November, the company was given a temporary permit until a
normal application for an 18-month time limited permit could be processed and decided
on. When the municipal council discussed the application on 7 December 2010, a sizeable
minority (1/3) voted to issue a formal complaint on the temporary permit and a minority
was out-voted on dissuading the permit application. At the end, the milder worded version
of two proposals condoning the application passed, with some requirements and demands
on the company, by the Mayor’s double vote.3 The original issue of using a chemical not
covered by the original permit resulted in the company being fined by the police in 2013;
however, after numerous court postponements and dismissals, in late 2014 the case was
officially dismissed by the prosecutor.
One interesting point in the interview material is the weight both the local political

system and state agencies give to employment when ‘balancing’ various concerns, or in
the words of one local mining critic: ‘(environmental) monitoring is a waste of money.
No matter what the result is, if there is an established company providing employment,
nobody will say “no”, just carry on’ (Interview #3). This ‘balancing act’ is clearly formu-
lated in the municipal documents regarding discharge permits and also tends to be one of
the main demands of local communities from companies as a prerequisite for SLO.
With respect to Nussir, on the basis of our document studies and interviews, a cautious

assessment would be that the company has gained acceptance, and perhaps even approval,
from the majority in the local political system because the company has acted in a legit-
imate and sometimes even credible way. That said, there are definitely local inhabitants
(and non-locals) that do not bestow their acceptance and continue to oppose the mining
project largely based on environmental issues, not least related to the methodology and
modeling of the marine tailings study that was prepared for the EIA. Even though the criti-
cism is directed at the consulting firm responsible for the study, the controversy has not
helped Nussir gain a higher level of social license.
Sydvaranger AS had, in our assessment, initially gained acceptance and perhaps even

approval for its project. Given the latter stages of the project which have given rise to
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concern due to the proposed (and accepted) chemical discharges, it is likely the company’s
SLO has decreased and they may even be in danger of losing it altogether. Even if the
company initially garnered a very strong acceptance from the community, and trust was
forming between the company and the local community, the more recent events testify
to the fact that trust can also disappear fairly quickly. At the same time, falling prices
have made the operations financially volatile, and the employment side of the balancing
act may have gained momentum. The critics challenge the credibility not only of the
company, but also the capacity and skills in the municipal administration, in the politically
elected council, as well as the impartiality of the state agencies who are supposed to
provide the checks and balances within the overall regulatory system. Thus, again, we
see how influential the government and regulatory system are. In this instance, SLO
was initially given to the company and indirectly to the regulators, while during the
latter stages, SLO appears to be decidedly more fragile.

4.2. Finland

Both the term and the concept of ‘social license’ are commonly used by industry and gov-
ernment officials in Finland’s mining sector. This is not true, however, for the local popu-
lation as revealed in the interviews. While Thomson and Boutilier (2011b) state that the
concept has become part of the lexicon of civil society, our findings do not support that.
The selected case studies each involve international companies: Northland Resources

(now bankrupt but solvent when the research for this article began) was previously head-
quartered in Luxembourg with operations in northern Finland and northern Sweden, and
Agnico Eagle, a Canadian-based company with operations in Canada, Finland, and
Mexico.4 Although their origins help explain the prevalence of the term SLO in
Finland, perhaps the largest contributor to its usage can be attributed to Finland being a
party to the European Free Trade Agreement, which entered into force in 1994. This agree-
ment served as a catalyst for the opening up of the country to foreign mining companies,
who then flocked largely to Lapland (Rytteri 2012). As the concept of SLO appears to have
its basis in North America, Canadian-based companies such as Agnico Eagle ((Interview
with Northland Resources on 15 August 2013 and Agnico Eagle on 7 August 2013; Kokko
2014) likely became the means of its introduction to Finland (Table 2).
When research for the article began, Northland Resources’ proposed Hannukainen

project, about 25 kilometers from the center of the municipality of Kolari, was working
its way through the environmental review and permitting processes. However, as of 8
December 2014 (Northland Resources website 2014 now inactive; Yle Lappi 2014),
Northland Resources and its subsidiaries were forced to declare bankruptcy5 due to
falling iron-ore prices. In contrast, Agnico Eagle’s mine, proximate to the municipality
of Kittilä, continues to operate profitably. When choosing Northland for the case study,
although the authors did not definitively know at the time the project was in trouble,
the unfortunate result allows for an interesting comparison between a proposed mining
project where a great deal of public outreach initially had been conducted but then sud-
denly stopped as it was clear that bankruptcy was near, and an ongoing (and even expand-
ing) ‘model’ mining project such as Agnico Eagle’s, which is widely praised as deploying
effective stakeholder engagement strategies and a recipient of SLO for years.
The two companies and the selected projects historically and presently have quite differ-

ent trajectories. Northland Resources SA was a European mining company originally
operating in northern Sweden but then branching out to northern Finland via its subsidiary,
Northland Mines (Partnerbook). The municipality of Kolari with about 3600 inhabitants
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Table 2. Case summary: Finland.

Northland Mines (Kolari, Finland) Agnico Eagle (Kittila, Finland)

Ownership Filed for bankruptcy in December
2014 but was a publicly traded
company headquartered in
Luxembourg previously

Publicly traded company, Canadian-
owned

Active in locality
since

Company became active in the area
in 2005 but never started
construction (mining occurred at
the Hannukainen site under
different ownership from 1978 to
1988)

Company purchased Suurikuusikko
deposits in 2004, production
began in 2008

Local stakeholder
engagement
according to
interviews

Continuously engaged community
in dialogue in order to foster
positive relationship

Always engaged in public outreach
but some discontent early on in
mine development with local
village residents. Company then
established a group of local people
from different institutions and
villages to improve interaction and
cooperation

Other information Prior to bankruptcy, published
news and information on website
Integrated social license
concepts into management
standards of safety and
environment and specific
commitments documented in
company’s Sustainable
Development Policy
Observed international standards
and principles such as the 10
principles of the Sustainable
Development Framework from
the ICMM

Publishes news and information on
company website
Specific website devoted to
expanding cooperation between
the tourism industry in Levi and
the Kittila mine
Internally established safety,
HESD committee to assist board in
monitoring risk, ensure company’s
compliance with legal and
regulatory requirements and
support adoption of best practices

Additional benefits
(besides jobs) to
locality/region

Aim to support the local
community by its own terms,
supported, for example,
youthwork and different sport
and cultural activities

Supported and sponsored
community activities, made
numerous donations, formed
cooperation groups, created
synergies with the tourism sector
and municipalities and improved
communication overall

SLO explicit focus in
strategies?

Yes Yes

Comment Website (when operational)
directly addressed ‘SLO’ and
company wanted to be an
integral part of the community
with the support of local
stakeholders. Performance
criteria also listed on website
Financial problems and failure to
adhere to project timeline were
the main reasons for
downgrading SLO level

Representative emphasized
company’s goal in obtaining social
license is to have societal
acceptance for the long term
For Agnico Eagle, SLO has both a
technical and human component:
technically company must use best
available technologies at the
highest technological level
possible; on the human side, must
be responsive to community needs
and expectations

(Continued)
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(Jokela 2013), located about 100 km north of the Arctic Circle and 25 km from the
Swedish border, has been known for its iron-ore resources for centuries and open pit
mining began in Hannukainen back in 1978 with operations continuing until 1988. North-
land became active in the Hannukainen area in 2005. This iteration of the Hannukainen
project would have comprised two iron–copper–gold deposits and two open pit mines,
one in Hannukainen and the other in Kuervitikko (Jokela 2013).
Agnico Eagle’s Suurikuusikko mine is also located in the Lapland region of northern

Finland, about 900 km north of Helsinki and 150 km north of the Arctic Circle. It is situ-
ated about 35 km from the center of the Kittilä municipality (approximately 5800 inhabi-
tants (Heikkinen et al. 2013)) as well as the tourism destination of Levi. One of the largest
known gold deposits in Europe, Suurikuusikko was discovered by the Geological Survey
of Finland in 1986 and purchased by Agnico Eagle in 2004 as a part of Riddanhyddan
Resources. Mine construction began in 2006 (Heikkinen et al. 2013; Agnico Eagle (A);
Agnico Eagle (B)) and the estimated life cycle of the mine continues until 2034. Also
known as the Kittilä mine, it consists of a series of open pit surface deposits along with
a deeper ore body that is being mined from underground (Agnico Eagle (B)).
When the website of Northland Resources was functioning, a section on ‘Mining

Responsibly’ included a section entitled ‘SLO’ with the stated objective that the
company be ‘[… ] seen as an integral and beneficial part of the community, and has
the support of the various local stakeholders’. There are also six performance criteria
listed including the following one:

Respect for local communities is demonstrated through: Understanding of local laws, customs
and traditions and taking these into consideration when planning and undertaking activities;
Understanding the relationship of local and indigenous communities to the land, taking this
into consideration when planning and undertaking activities; Creating and maintaining a
culture of trust; Avoiding the resettling of people wherever possible; Compensating fairly
for loss of land, income, amenity, or other services when such are unavoidable.

Social license, understood as acceptance by the community, is a common practice in the
world of globalmining companies, according to the representatives ofNorthlandResources,
and is important because it facilitates a mining company’s operation. As such, Northland
actively integrated it into their management standards of safety and environment, which
are connected with international standards and principles such as the 10 principles of the
Sustainable Development Framework from the International Council of Mining and
Metals (ICMM). Specific commitments to safety and environment are also documented
in the company’s own Sustainable Development Policy (Yle Lappi 2014).
According to the interviews with Northland, their belief that a company is part of the

community and should behave like a ‘good buddy’ directly resulted in their having con-
tinuous dialogue and communication with different groups in order to foster a positive
working relationship. The company aims to support the community by its own terms.
The interviewees in Kolari municipality said that while the mining company had already

employed some local people for drilling and other early-phase operations, some criticism

Table 2. Continued

Northland Mines (Kolari, Finland) Agnico Eagle (Kittila, Finland)

Indicated level of
SLO based on local
interviews

Acceptance but decreased as
financial problems became clear

Approval
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from people living in the local village was also present. Most of the residents in Äkäslom-
polo (a village near the tourism destination of Ylläs and about 10 km from the proposed
Hannukainen mine) expressed concern over the tourism jobs because of the likely adverse
impacts the mine would have on the natural environment. Given the fact that tourism in
this region is based almost exclusively on nature, this issue had the potential to become
extremely contentious. All in all, however, Northland Mines met the criteria of legitimacy,
and until their financial woes became more widely known, the company also reached the
level of acceptance based on their initial public outreach activities.
With respect to the Suurikuusikko gold mine in Kittilä, the representative of Agnico

Eagle emphasizes their goal in obtaining social license is to have societal acceptance
for the long term. For them, however, social license does not only derive from commu-
nities but also includes compliance of company policies, such as the principles of sustain-
able development requiring the company to respect its own employees, respect local
communities, ensure the public safety and protect the environment. Out of all of the
case studies across the four countries, Agnico Eagle is the only company whose view
of social license consists of two dimensions – technical and human. Technically the
company must operate using best available technologies and at the highest technological
level possible; on the human side, the company must be responsive to community needs
and expectations.
One of Agnico Eagle’s internal mechanisms for implementing social license is their

development of a safety, health, environment and sustainable development (HESD) com-
mittee which assists their board in monitoring risk, ensuring the company’s compliance
with legal and regulatory requirements and supporting the adoption of best practices to
promote a healthy and safe work environment as well as environmentally sound and
socially responsible resource development (Agnico Eagle (A)). For example, the commit-
tee reviews sustainable development reports and evaluates the effectiveness of their CSR
programs and can also make recommendations for improvements to the management of
the corporation or board. (Agnico Eagle (B)). On the international level, as a member
of the Mining Association of Canada, Agnico Eagle must also participate in the initiative,
Toward Sustainable Mining (TMS). The initiative involves a set of tools and indicators to
ensure the practice of responsible mining and also has a mandatory set of guiding prin-
ciples the member companies must adhere to. TMS helps the mining industry by providing
a setting for companies to become proactive and socially responsible operators hence
maintaining their SLO (Agnico Eagle (C)).
While most of the inhabitants of Kittilä think that Agnico Eagle is a credible actor, some

people living near the mine are disappointed because they expected that its development
would bring new inhabitants and customers to shop in their village. That did not turn out to
be the case and now the local residents feel they were the recipients primarily of negatives
impacts such as problems with water and noise, loss of traditional berry-picking areas and
adverse effects on reindeer-herding lands. Additionally, the initial grievance mechanisms
that were put in place did not function properly which did not help increase the credibility
of Agnico Eagle. For example, the turnover of employees in the company complicated the
contacting of people when the local residents had problems or questions concerning
impacts to nearby villages. To remedy this, the company established a group of local
people from different institutions and villages to improve interaction and cooperation.
Additional strategies that have been employed to obtain social license include supporting
and sponsoring community activities, donations, the formation of cooperation group,
creating synergies with the tourism sector and municipalities, and improving communi-
cation overall (interview on 17 December 2014).
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Even with some of the locals being disappointed, it is clear that the company fulfills the
boundary criteria of legitimacy and credibility and has reached the community acceptance
level of approval. For years now Agnico Eagle enjoyed SLO from the community and has
also used their social license for Suurikuusikko as a tool to promote a new mine (Melia-
dine) in Nunavut, Canada. To convince the local community and the province of Nunavut
of the benefits of the mine, the company brought 50 leaders and residents of Nunavut for a
tour of Kittilä, and the group met with economic and technical representatives from the
municipal administration, which also represents the local voice of Kittilä’s residents. As
a side note, the Meliadine project has since proceeded (Heikkinen et al. 2013: 9–10).
One of the key tensions involving mining in northern Finland is the conflict with the

tourism industry and this has implications for how readily local populations bestow
SLO on companies and for the strategies used by companies to garner public acceptance.
The tourism center, Ylläs, is situated about 10 km from the proposed mine (Heikkinen
et al. 2013; Northland Resources website 2014 now inactive). Known for its beautiful
natural landscape, sports, and pristine wilderness (Jokinen 2013) almost half of Kolari’s
revenue comes from tourism and Ylläs has been one of the fastest growing tourism
centers in Lapland (Satokangas 2014). Close to Ylläs and also a tourist destination, the
main attractions in Levi are its beautiful natural landscape, sports opportunities and the
safety of the destination (Jokinen 2013); however, while tourism in Ylläs is more
nature-based than in Levi, still in both cases the beautiful natural landscape is an important
attraction. As already mentioned, in northern Finland there is always a good deal of
concern when a mine is proposed to operate within the vicinity of a tourist destination.
What is interesting about this case is that synergies have been created between the employ-
ees at Agnico Eagle and the tourism center of Levi. There is an entire webpage on Agnico
Eagle’s site dedicated to ‘Expanding co-operation between the Levi tourist office and the
Kittilä mine’ (Agnico Eagle (C)). As the website says, synergies are being created between
the two; for example, employees of the mine actively use the services of Levi while the
mine itself is a good creator of jobs, hence lending stability to families who want to
settle in the area. Interviewees have validated this fact as some have stated that in terms
of economic benefits, employment has clearly improved in Kittilä.
Since use of the SLO term is exclusive to Finland in the context of this article, the

country provides a good opportunity for exploring the nexus between SLO and regulatory
structures. As Finland has a two stage process for approving mining projects – the EIA first
and then the application for permits and licenses is subsequently submitted after accep-
tance of the EIA – the focus here will be on the EIA process. Finland’s EIA legislation
provides formalized opportunities for public consultation, and as part of this, information
sharing is very important. Representatives of the municipalities state that the dialogue
between both companies and the municipalities has been open and honest and has also
influenced the way in which the municipalities respond to the proposed projects.
Interactions between the companies and stakeholders have also been quite open, accord-

ing to most of the interviewees. However, although local people and different interest
groups, such as representatives of the reindeer-herders and tourism industries, have had
possibilities to participate, the problem seems to be that briefings are organized mainly
by the mining companies and resemble one-sided lectures or sales pitches. Because rein-
deer-herding is protected by law, herders legally hold the potential to influence the
outcome of a project. That said, the reindeer-herders and local representatives disclosed
that even though they have the possibility to speak during these formalized processes,
they do not believe it will have any effect. Villagers nearby both mine locations also
feel that their opinions have not really been heard or taken into account.
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To most of the local people, especially in the villages near the two mines, their experi-
ence with the EIA process is that it is a good instrument in principle, but that it is not poss-
ible to influence a project’s outcome through it. One interviewee likened the process to a
big pile of paper, which you have to go through as a layman in a short period of time and
give a statement or an opinion. And, while this seems counter to the fact that both com-
panies for a while at least enjoyed the acceptance, and in Agnico Eagle’s case even the
approval, of the local communities, one reason for the belief that the EIA process is not
effective is that it conducted by the mining company and therefore cannot be totally
trusted.
As seen in other case studies, although a company may enjoy SLO from a community,

this positive relationship may not always last. For example, interviewees in Kolari brought
up the fact that the financial problems of Northland Resources did not increase its credi-
bility. Interestingly, some of the interviewees claimed that they were aware of Northland’s
financial issues even before any public announcement had been made, and while they did
not mention whether or not this influenced their opinion of the company in terms of SLO, it
is interesting to speculate on the ramifications. The other major factor responsible for the
decrease in Northland’s credibility, perhaps downgrading it to the level of acceptance, is
that the timetable for implementation of the project failed.
Local people living near both of the mines tend to be more critical toward the mining

companies and mining industry in general. In the proposed Hannukainen mine, because
the mining company had financial problems, it affected the work of the company and in
turn their information sharing capacity. The inability to share information with the
people most affected by the project significantly harmed relations between the two. In
Kittilä, the villagers nearby do not completely trust the actions of the mining company
to mitigate negative impacts, especially concerning water and noise.
One of the contributing influences on SLO is also what prior experiences, good or bad,

communities in mining regions have had. According to some interviewees, it is not always
a question of the mining company itself; rather, it is a question of peoples’ attitudes toward
mining in general. For instance, the incidents at the Talvivaara mine significantly
decreased the trust toward the mining industry as a whole and toward the government
as well, who is tasked to ensure the public safety. One notable example of this is that
while the existence of uranium had not been publicly acknowledged, Talvivaara applied
for a license to process the material (Heikkinen et al. 2013).
Kunnari has researched the correlation between people’s attitudes toward mining com-

panies and their beliefs in the power to influence a project (Kunnari 2013). In Kolari and
Kittilä, 71% of people that have a negative attitude toward mining believe they have little
opportunity to participate in the EIA process while only 25% of people with a positive atti-
tude hold the same belief. With respect to decision-making, 91% of people that expressed a
negative experience with a local mining project also believe that the end result is a fore-
gone conclusion and they do not have any influence on that part of the process, while only
45% of people that had a positive experience hold the same belief. Undoubtedly the more
positive someone is toward mining companies, the greater the likelihood is they will
bestow a higher level of SLO to one.
Unlike the other country case studies, Finland alone is unique in that the term SLO and

its practice are regularly used in the mining sector. Positive community relations are
clearly important to both of the case-study companies and special interest groups (e.g. rein-
deer-herders) are in turn becoming more sophisticated in understanding how the compa-
nies’ need for social license can benefit them as well.
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Before Northland Resources ran into financial trouble, they actively engaged the com-
munity and sought SLO. However, the mining industry in particular is dependent on the
fluctuating world market prices of raw materials (Sairinen 2011) which, for smaller com-
panies, can easily make it infeasible to develop a mine. At the very least, it illustrates very
clearly the difficulty in planning for the long term in this era of economic globalization.
Although initially Northland Resources was viewed in a favorable light and reached the
‘acceptance’ level of SLO, there were still some negative attitudes toward the mine.
Once their financial problems began, the attitudes toward the company grew even more
negative largely due to the uncertainty that was introduced far before the actual bankruptcy
occurred, for example, the proposed mining project was for sale for a while. The intervie-
wees claim that the situation has complicated planning in personal life and that their per-
sonal uncertainty will continue.
Agnico Eagle’s Suurikuusikko mine has garnered a more positive outcome and quite

clearly reached the approval level. The majority of the community considers mining favor-
able and is content, even those that had initial reservations about the impacts on the
tourism industry. From the company point of view, social license from the community
was initially achieved once they secured access to the needed resources, but they also
have secured ongoing social license as there is wide support for the expansion of oper-
ations. Critical attitudes toward the company stem from some of the villagers nearby
the mine, and the reason for this seems to be connected to the lack of trust that adverse
impacts will be mitigated as well as to the lack of a clear grievance mechanism for inhabi-
tants of the municipality.
The two case studies show that SLO has progressed more in Finland both as a concept

and in practice than in the other case-study countries. That said, while companies may start
out with the desire to obtain SLO and effectively engage surrounding communities, this
can quickly come to an end if the project runs into trouble, whether it is of the financial
sort or there are environmental/technical problems. Even so, SLO is becoming more
entrenched in Finland and over time will only grow stronger.

4.3. Russia

For the case-study research on whether and how the SLO concept is used in Russia, two
different mining and processing companies have been chosen. Both companies have mines
in the central part of the Kola Peninsula in the Khibiny mountains, on the territory of the
Kirovsk municipality, and processing plants in the Kirovsk and Apatity municipalities of
the Murmansk region. The first one is ‘Apatit’ JSC, which for 85 years has been extracting
and processing apatite–nepheline ore (raw material for phosphorus fertilizers). The second
case is the new ‘North-Western Phosphorous Company’ (NWPC) Ltd. founded in 2005 as
a subsidiary company of JSC ‘Acron’, a large fertilizer manufacturer in Russia. ‘Acron’,
which previously consumed apatite concentrate from ‘Apatit’, has created NWPC to
ensure their own source of raw material. In 2006 NWPC won a contest for the state
mining permit to develop two new deposits of apatite–nepheline ore ‘Olenij ruchej’ and
‘Partamchorr’. In 2012 the construction of the mine and processing plant at ‘Olenij
ruchej’ was finished and production started (Table 3).
As seen from the interviews both with the ‘Apatit’ company and NWPC, the basic

concept for relations with the local communities is CSR (Phosagro). The SLO concept
is not explicitly present in these relationships; all interviewees in the companies and in
the communities were unfamiliar with the term ‘social license’.
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Table 3. Case summary: Russia.

Apatit JSC (Kirovsk, Apatity,
Russia)

NWPC Ltd. (Kirovsk, Apatity,
Russia)

Ownership Publicly traded company but
primarily Russian-owned. 100%
of stocks belong to PhosAgro
holding company

Founded as a subsidiary company of
JSC ‘Acron’, NWPC is a publicly
traded company with mixed
international ownership

Active in locality
since

For 85 years Founded in 2005, operating since
2012

Local stakeholder
engagement
according to
interviews

Engaging stakeholders largely
gained by hiring managers locally
and establishing personal
attachment between managers
and community. This happened
initially but is no longer the case
as decision-making moved out of
the region
Apatit used to run its own
website but now information on
its CSR activities is
communicated in a very brief
format through the website of the
holding company PhosAgro
Successfully engaging
stakeholders is not accomplished
through dialogue but by hiring
locals, providing good wages and
benefits, funding community-
benefit projects, and following
the legal requirements

Managers for NWPC all from
outside region and no personal
attachment with local community
established
In general, companies engaged in
communication and cooperation
with communities through
dialogue with local political
institutions

Other information
Additional benefits

(besides jobs) to
locality/region

In both Kirovsk and Apatity,
company is repairing roads,
reconstructing social
infrastructure and sponsoring
social projects. Engages in and
funds many community-benefit
projects
Four-party agreements on the
socio-economic partnership
between the company, two local
self-governments and the
regional government

Investing in several social projects.
Company financed renovation of
the house of culture, the first-aid
station and the youth center in the
Koashva settlement near Kirovsk
CSR obligations toward Kirovsk
and Apatity municipalities laid
down by agreements concluded
between the local administrations
and the company as a part of the
state mining permit; however,
company did not pay obligations

SLO explicit focus in
strategies?

No No

Comment There is strong CSR policy with a
lot of social investments to the
municipalities, but not consistent
and wide dialogue with the local
communities. Importance of
keeping locals informed is
underestimated

Importance of building and
maintaining good relationships
and dialogue with the
communities is underestimated.
There are inconsistencies and
failures in fulfillment of social
obligations toward the
municipalities

Indicated level of
SLO based on local
interviews

Approval/psychological
identification initially
Level decreased to acceptance

Acceptance in Kirovsk/withdrawal
in Apatity
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The long-standing ‘Apatit’ company, with its experience from the Soviet times, actively
implements socially responsible behavior. In 2012, with almost 12,000 employees, the
company provided jobs for more than 6000 people in its host town of Kirovsk
(pop. 28,000) and for 5000 people in the neighboring town of Apatity (pop. 60,000).
The company belongs to the PhosAgro holding company. Together with the holding’s
management company PhosAgro AG headquartered in central Russia, ‘Apatit’ has been
doing a lot for both towns repairing roads, reconstructing social infrastructure and spon-
soring social projects. For example, it sponsors at the local level the nation-wide project
‘Educated and healthy children of Russia’ and specialized ‘PhosAgro classes’ in
schools within an integrated ‘school–college–university–factory’ scheme for training
local youth to work at the company in the future (PhosAgro). Also it regularly organizes
contests of the social project ‘Problems of our town we resolve together’ and funds the
realization of the projects. The company’s CSR spending is high – for example, in
2011 it gave 1.3 billion Rubles (about 25 million Euros) – equal to the yearly budget of
Kirovsk (Snegov and Dyadik 2013: 32).
In the interview, a top manager of ‘Apatit’ indicated that the motives for the company’s

CSR strategies are

[… ] the desire to establish good reputation on the domestic and international business arenas,
the wish to support the towns which are homes for the company’s employees, the wish to
demonstrate good image of the company to the authorities at all levels and to the communities,
and the long-lasting since the Soviet times strong tradition of the company’s social responsi-
bility. (Interview #10)

While ‘Apatit’ engages in and funds many community-benefit projects, it is also clear that
the company is not explicitly concerned about implementing specific strategies aimed at
gaining and maintaining SLO. The most glaring example of this is that the company
does not prioritize the attitudes of the local population, which is clearly an essential
element of SLO. However, in the CSR strategies toward the communities, implicit
attempts of the company to gain and maintain the SLO are present. Other words replace
the term ‘social license’, the most often of which is ‘trust’ (Interview #10).
With respect to the four levels/three boundary criteria analytical framework of the

SLO, there are many indications that in the ‘Apatit’ case, the criteria of legitimacy, credi-
bility, and trust are met. Both communities in Kirovsk and Apatity view the company as
legitimate and credible. Apatit’s economic legitimacy, which implies the existence of
economic benefit to the community (Thomson and Boutilier 2011a: 4; Worldcom) is
gained, first, through hiring large numbers of locals in both towns and providing them
with good wages and other material benefits like compensation for extra medical treat-
ment etc. Second, it is secured through substantial amounts of revenues brought by the
company to the Kirovsk municipal budget. Sociopolitical legitimacy, meaning that the
company contributes to the well-being of the area and acts in accordance with commu-
nity’s views of fairness (Thomson and Boutilier 2011a; Worldcom), is obtained due to
social benefits continuously coming from ‘Apatit’ through CSR channels to the commu-
nities. Some of the benefits are received in accordance with the four-party agreements on
the socio-economic partnership between the company, two local self-governments and
the regional government. Other benefits are realized beyond the agreements as the
entirely voluntary initiative of the company. Legal legitimacy, meaning that the
company has the necessary legal permits in place and is following the official legal
norms (Thomson et al. 2010: 15), is not questioned in the community – it was
obvious from the interviews that there is a common perception that ‘Apatit’ used to
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follow all basic legal requirements toward the communities, and the company’s history
supports such opinion. Our assumption that people view the company as credible (ful-
filling its promises and obligations to the community) is based, first and foremost, on
the fact that in the elections to both municipal councils, candidates from ‘Apatit’ regu-
larly received the broad support of local voters – as a rule, the representatives of the
company are a majority on both municipal councils.
The attitudes of local people toward ‘Apatit’ used to be one of trust, that is, based on the

perception that the company listens to the local views, engages in dialogue and respects the
community’s interests (Thomson et al. 2010). In Kirovsk, a large part of the community
can even be said to identify with the company psychologically. A deputy of the municipal
council said: ‘In the meetings with people in Kirovsk, especially with the older generation,
I’ve many times heard that they considered their lives and destinies inseparably linked
with “Apatit” company’ (Interview #9). With all normative criteria of the SLO (legitimacy,
credibility, trust) met, and with the presence of such indicators as broad political support of
the company in the communities, we suggest that ‘Apatit’ for a long period used to possess
high levels of the SLO estimated as ‘approval’ and even ‘psychological identification’ in
its host town of Kirovsk.
The newly established NWPC company employs about 2000 people living in Kirovsk

and Apatity and positions itself as a socially responsible company. It is investing in several
social projects, in particular in the Koashva settlement near Kirovsk. The company
financed renovation of the house of culture, the first-aid station and the youth center
there. CSR obligations toward the Kirovsk and Apatity municipalities were laid down
by the agreements concluded between the local administrations and the company as a
part of the state mining permit. However, dissatisfaction with the CSR performance of
the new company was one of the main themes in the interviews. The interviewees
spoke a great deal about CSR but in a negative context as they were unhappy with the com-
pany’s CSR standards both within the company and toward the community. Several
examples mentioned that exemplify dissatisfaction with the CSR policy of the company
toward its own staff are the canceling of quarterly premiums that decreased wages, little
concern for a good working environment and the absence of adequate compensation for
unhealthy job conditions.
The new mining project also caused several local conflicts. Firstly, it was the clash with

the local environmental NGOs on the National park ‘Khibiny’ planned for the opening in
close proximity to the new mines. The conflict peaked in 2012 due to the intention of the
company to build the road for ore transportation from the ‘Partamchorr’ mine to the pro-
cessing plant through the National park. To resolve it, the regional government established
the joint commission with the representatives of NWPC, NGOs, and research organiz-
ations. The local NGOs organized a wide information campaign and the conflict was
actively discussed in the local media, but public hearings, which were conducted at the
planning stages of the NWPC project in 2006, this time were not carried out. After difficult
negotiations, the company canceled the plan to transport ore through the National park and
decided to process ore directly on the ‘Partamchorr’mine site. Another conflict came about
in spring 2014 when the municipal government of Apatity filed a claim in court to require
payment from NWPC of 5.6 million USD for the failure to execute their social obligations
owed to the municipality, which were laid down by the state mining permit to develop the
‘Partamchorr’ deposit.
When it comes to evaluating whether or not Russia’s regulatory structure, as opposed to

the local community, drives companies to obtain SLO, it is clear that the former has far
more influence. Ordinary people play a minor role in influencing the companies’ behavior.
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That said, implicitly the companies are concerned about SLO at the local level, mainly per-
ceiving it as ‘trust’, and they are engaged in communication and cooperation with the com-
munities in most cases through dialogue with the local political institutions which they see
as the bodies which legitimately express the local interests.
Institutionally relations between the municipalities and companies are framed by the

agreements on socio-economic partnerships. The local population is not, however,
involved in determining their contents. Such an instrument as a public hearing was
never used in any of the case studies in order to decide on the contents of the agreements,
and this is rather the rule than the exception. Underdeveloped institutions of public partici-
pation and organizational weakness of civil society, typical for the post-totalitarian
societies, do not allow wide and strong local participation to influence mining activities.
Due to the lack of institutionalized public participation, the importance of the personal
local attachment of the companies’ top managers for the companies’ local social perform-
ance is strongly stressed in the communities.
However, even under such conditions, there are instruments that make it possible to

voice local needs and to make the local demands for socially responsible behavior of
the companies met. As our cases reveal, these can be local information campaigns on
the acute problems, establishing the special multilateral commissions for solving conflicts,
or lawsuits from the local government against a company demanding for compensations.
As seen throughout the eight case studies, obtaining SLO and thenmaintaining it over the

long term (or sometimes even the short term) are two very different things. ‘Apatit’ provides
a very clear case of howSLO can be attained at the highest levels and then subsequently lost.
As mentioned earlier, the attitudes of local people toward ‘Apatit’ used to be one of trust.
However, for a number of reasons, beginning in 2013, SLO started to decline. That year,
the management company PhosAgro AG started a restructuring program aimed at reducing
operational costs while increasing labor productivity in ‘Apatit’. This resulted in cuts of
working places, increased use of ‘fly-in fly-out’ workers and provoked negative reactions
in both communities. Another negative trend, from the local point of view, was the concen-
tration of decision-making power in the hands of the holding company outside the region.
This process influenced the CSR policies of ‘Apatit’ such that they became more dependent
on the decisions taken outside the communities and less sensitive to the local needs. They
also became less transparent – some time ago ‘Apatit’ has stopped running its own website
and currently information on its CSR activities is communicated in a very brief form
through the website of the holding company PhosAgro.
In line with this trend toward extra-territoriality, the top staff of the company, originally

consisting of local people, began to be replaced by outsiders appointed by the managing
company. In the interviews, the loss of personal attachment experienced by the top man-
agers toward the local community was seen as a reason for weakening the company’s
social responsibility. In the interview a top manager of ‘Apatit’, who was a local
citizen, said: ‘It is absolutely important to have locally attached leadership of the
company – the leaders who were brought up and live here, who love, respect and under-
stand the place’ (Interview #10).
These latest developments negatively influenced public attitudes toward the company.

The current level of the SLO for the ‘Apatit’ company can be estimated as dropping down
to ‘acceptance’ level.
Similar to what happened at ‘Apatit’, the lack of NWPC’s social responsibility is largely

explained in the interviews by the absence of personal attachment of the company’s
leaders to the communities – from the beginning the project’s decision-making took
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place outside the territory of the company’s operation, and its top staff almost entirely has
been hired from outside the host municipalities.
Application of the SLO analytical framework in the case of ‘Apatit’ clearly shows the

boundary criteria of legitimacy, credibility, and trust to have initially been satisfied for
both the communities of Kirovsk and Apatity. However, due to the internal restructuring
of the company and the community’s loss of attachment to the local leaders, the SLO level
has recently decreased to mere ‘acceptance’. With respect to NWPC, at the time of the
study, the company met the requirements only for the legitimacy criterion and only in
Kirovsk. As for Apatity, even the first criterion in the criteria hierarchy – legitimacy –

was not met, not to mention credibility and trust. The company achieved the economic
legitimacy providing jobs for the locals. However, such events as a conflict with environ-
mental NGOs and a court dispute with the town’s administration over non-compliance by
the company of its social obligations laid down by the state mining permit, did not allow
for the obtainment of social, political, and legal legitimacy. We suggest that the company
has gained the minimal ‘acceptance’ level only in Kirovsk, whereas in Apatity the SLO
was not gained (‘withdrawal’ level).
Despite significant differences in the two cases studied in relation to the companies’

CSR strategies and their SLO outcomes, there are some common traits. On the corporate
side, both companies are not explicitly targeting the obtainment and maintenance of SLO
from the communities. In their CSR strategies, they do not prioritize the attitudes of the
local population which, we believe, is the essence of the SLO concept. The companies
put emphasis on investments in local social projects (which indeed are impressively
large), but they obviously underestimate the importance of enduring communication
with the local people, providing regular easily accessible information to communities, par-
ticipation in wide cross-community dialogue, as well as getting continuous feedback from
the local groups. We assume that their financial performance toward the communities is far
better than their transparency and communication policies. This is a quite typical situation
for the companies in Russia, where the SLO concept is new even for the scientific dis-
course. Even though the SLO concept is weakly present in the Russian mining industry,
it is strongly relevant because it shifts the focus from the company toward the local com-
munity, reminds communities that they do have collective needs and power, and stresses
the necessity to keep the ongoing company – community dialogue and collaboration.

4.4. Sweden

While the SLO concept recently embedded itself firmly in the international mining indus-
try’s vernacular (Owen and Kemp 2013), the use of the term in Sweden has yet to take
hold. However, companies operating in the country utilize many of the attributes often
associated with SLO, allowing for comparisons with the three other Barents jurisdictions.
To determine how social licensing is reflected in the Swedish mining industry, we exam-
ined CSR strategies used by two different iron-ore mining companies that operated in the
case areas in northern Sweden. There are, however, some important differences in history
and ownership that warrant consideration.
The first company case study considers Northland Resources, a publicly traded

company which was listed on the Toronto and Oslo stock exchanges (the company has
since filed for bankruptcy and the mine is currently, in February 2015, not operating).
Northland emerged on the Swedish ‘mining scene’ as a Canadian junior exploration
company that acquired properties in the village of Kaunisvaara near Pajala in the mid-
2000s. This marked the starting point of Northland’s Kaunisvaara iron-ore project, a
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greenfield mining project which commenced production in late 2012 after an approximate
two-year construction period (Northland.eu website now inactive) (Table 4).
The other case study focuses on LKAB, the state-owned mining company which operates

the world’s two largest underground iron-ore mines, in Kiruna and Malmberget. Active
since the late 1800s, these mines produced adjacent towns to provide housing and services
to the workers and their families. In the village of Svappavara outside Kiruna, LKAB oper-
ates an open pit iron-ore mine and two additional mines are being developed. Our case study
focuses mainly on the mines in Svappavaara and the related stakeholder dialogue.
It is evident from the interviews as well as from the review of company documents that

social issues received attention from both companies. They employed a variety of CSR-
efforts which conform to typical efforts to receive and maintain the SLO, going beyond
legal requirements; both companies had local information offices where they engaged
the communities in face-to-face dialogue on a regular basis; they were involved in activi-
ties such as sponsoring sports teams, which also offers a marketing benefit; and notably,
LKAB funds schools in the region and research at Luleå University of Technology, which

Table 4. Case summary: Sweden.

LKAB (Svappavaara, Kiruna,
Sweden)

Northland (Kaunisvaara, Pajala,
Sweden)

Ownership State-owned Publicly traded company with
mixed international ownership.
Filed for bankruptcy in December
2014

Active in locality since Approximately 1890 (in Kiruna),
operating in Svappavaara village
since 1960s

Approximately 2005, operating
since 2012

Local stakeholder
engagement
according to
interviews

Local information office with
regular meetings, in addition to
legally required stakeholder
consultations. Ad-hoc
consultations with reindeer-
herders

Local information office set-up at
‘village hall’ with regular
meetings, participation at local
summer fair, occasional informal
meetings with stakeholders, in
addition to legally required
stakeholder consultations. Ad hoc
consultations with reindeer-
herders

Other information Distributes their own local
newspaper every second month;
publishes news and information
on company website

Published news and information on
company website, while still
active

Additional benefits
(besides jobs) to
locality/region

Local/regional sponsorships (sports
etc.), funding of schools and
university research

Sponsorship of women’s elite
basketball team in regional
capital, no other local/regional
additional benefits offered

SLO explicit focus in
strategies?

No Yes

Comment Emphasizes sustainable
development, good dialogue and
importance of keeping locals
informed

Information officer points to the
importance of buildings
relationships, including informal
ones, and maintaining community
dialogue

Indicated level of SLO
based on local
interviews

Approval/support Approval/support
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is viewed as an investment in the company’s future but also carries an important external
benefit to society. Perhaps most heavily emphasized during the interviews with represen-
tatives from both companies were the ongoing efforts to keep locals informed and to main-
tain an active relationship and dialogue with the communities, clearly going beyond what
is legally required.
In Svappavaara, a representative from the local village association estimated that around

95 percent of the villagers were positive toward LKAB and noted that the village has a
strong tradition in mining. One respondent said: ‘I think that most people here have a
very good feeling about the relationship between LKAB and the village’ (Interview #7).
In Pajala, where Northland has its Kaunisvaara iron-ore mine, a public official from the
local government said: ‘[… ] they have been very active in maintaining contact with
ordinary people, as much as possible’ (Interview #4). The respondent continued to
describe how Northland’s information officer maintained a regular presence in the com-
munity in various ways, including hosting information meetings and events where impor-
tant contracts were signed at the village hall in Kaunisvaara, open for all to attend. The
respondent’s own assessment was that the overall attitude in the community toward North-
land was positive, noting that the local government had received virtually no negative
opinions from the locals about the mine. Even though the local respondents were generally
positive toward these mining companies, several respondents noted that their support
would likely decrease if the companies failed to maintain acceptable environmental
performance.
With a surge in mining and exploration activity in northern Sweden since the mid-

2000s, the impact of mining on traditional land use – mainly Sami reindeer husbandry
– has received increasing attention. Our interviews with the two mining companies and
with representatives from two affected Sami communities (Interview #5; Interview #8)
showed that the mining companies had made efforts to understand and learn about rein-
deer-herding, which was pointed out as important by the reindeer-herders. Most impor-
tantly, the companies had come to terms with the affected Sami communities in
confidential agreements which regulate how land displacement and other impacts on rein-
deer-herding should be mitigated, aiming to ensure that reindeer-herding can persist
despite mining in the area. This marks a significant level of agreement outside legislative
requirements, due to both companies’ recognition of the importance of protecting the
herding livelihood. One of the activities which aimed to underpin such mitigating
measures was the implementation of GPS-based monitoring of the reindeers’ movements,
funded by the mining companies. The purpose of this monitoring is to increase the knowl-
edge about how mining and its related infrastructure impacts on reindeer husbandry, not
only by displacing traditional land use, but also by causing noise and other forms of
disturbance.
Although generally apprehensive toward the intrusion of natural resource exploitation

in the reindeer-herding area, the Sami community representatives felt that there was too
much at stake for them to be able to stop the two mines that impacted them directly,
and had instead remained open to dialogue with the mining companies, hoping to be
able to influence the outcome. Our interviews suggested that by approaching affected
Sami communities at an early stage of mineral development and by maintaining respect
for reindeer-herding as a business as well as a Sami way of life, fruitful dialogue could
be established. By considering and acting on the input from reindeer-herding commu-
nities, and by implementing feasible options (such as revising project plans) to accommo-
date the needs of the reindeer-herders, mining companies could mitigate their negative
impact and achieve more sustainable outcomes.
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Overall, our interviews with local stakeholders in Kiruna (including Svappavaara) and
Pajala indicated that foreign companies may have to work harder to be perceived as legit-
imate in Sweden. A respondent in Kiruna said: ‘people are more positive towards LKAB
than foreign companies’ (Interview #6) and another respondent in Svappavaara said:
‘LKAB are welcome here but we do not want foreign companies’ (Interview #7).
LKAB’s long history in the region and its status as a state-owned company is likely a
major reason for this support. Some respondents argued that the returns generated by
mining should stay in Sweden. Our interviews suggested that in Pajala, Northland
seemed to have achieved legitimacy with the locals despite its international ownership.
Throughout our interviews, the social license-term itself was not prevalent. From the

companies’ point of view, they place significant focus on providing access to information
and on maintaining dialogue with stakeholders, clearly going beyond legal requirements in
the interest of company–community relations. The SLO term was only mentioned expli-
citly once by a respondent from LKAB, who was familiar with its meaning but stated out-
right that the company does not talk about a ‘social license’ as such. Instead he pointed to
sustainability as the main paradigm under which their CSR-efforts and strategies were
formed. In LKAB’s integrated annual and sustainability report (LKAB 2013), the
company emphasizes sustainability and its environmental and social responsibility, as
well as being committed to supporting the attractiveness of its local communities to
ensure that people want to live and work there. These elements are closely intertwined
with the notion of ‘social license’ with similar goals, but framed in different words.
Northland, while operating, depended on international financing to develop their Kau-

nisvaara project and appears more influenced by the international mining sector. Originally
a Canadian company, Northland’s management and board of directors had a strong inter-
national composition, although each became increasingly Scandinavian over time.
The company adopted a sustainable development policy, elaborated in their Safety and

Environment Management Standards (‘Northland, Mining responsibility, 2014’, North-
land.eu website now inactive). These explicitly identify the SLO as one of the headlines,
under which the objective of the company is formulated as to be ‘seen as an integral and
beneficial part of the community’ who enjoys ‘the support of the various local stake-
holders’. This is accompanied by a list of measures that are meant to accomplish the objec-
tive – to receive and maintain the SLO.
When discussing their relations with the community, the respondent from Northland did

not, however, mention the SLO term outright. When asked explicitly about the social
license, the respondent was confident that they had a good relationship with ‘their’ com-
munity but expressed concern about the wider perception of the industry in other regions
of Sweden with little experience of mining, recognizing that any ‘mistakes’ committed by
individual companies could have a backlash on the entire industry.
Northland’s previously mentioned standards refer to a number of international best

practice policies and principles, but the respondent toned down the role of formal pro-
cedures or guidelines in the day-to-day work with community relations. While the
legally required stakeholder consultations and other procedures were carefully adhered
to, the respondent favored a more informal approach in building community relations,
at times simply consisting of meeting various stakeholders and talking without specific
agendas to build relationships. Thus, formal as well as informal settings contributed to
building social capital in the networks between stakeholders and mining company,
which is identified as key to a community’s capacity to issue a meaningful SLO (Prno
and Slocombe 2012).
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The manner of community engagement employed by both companies, with local infor-
mation offices and open dialogue, not only aims to keep locals informed, but seeks to build
relationships and establish trust, which is a central component of the SLO (Thomson and
Boutilier 2011b). Trust, however, may erode if the experienced impacts of a project are
worse than what the community expected (e.g. Moffat and Zhang 2014). Community
expectations in ‘mining regions’ are influenced by previous experiences (Adey et al.
2011), but they are also shaped by information and impact assessment procedures
during project development (Moffat and Zhang 2014).
The two companies paid considerable attention to their relationship with the local

community and, when feasible, appeared to act on concerns. Their efforts suggest
that despite a seemingly absent explicit emphasis on SLO – at least in the case of
LKAB – the companies actively sought the ongoing acceptance, approval, and even
support of the communities. Both companies clearly possess the basic acceptance
level, and likely even approval or co-identification (Kiruna) from the communities
they work in.

5. Conclusions

With the exception of Finland, the term ‘social license’ is not widely used in the case-study
countries; however, its meaning has become synonymous with terms and practices that are
globally recognized such as CSR, a host of international mining principles and guidelines,
and even the catch-all word of sustainability. Only in Finland is SLO explicitly used and
consciously implemented, and through this interview material, we see there are actually
distinct differences between the terms SLO and CSR. For instance, unlike CSR standards,
which denote a company’s responsibility but are derived internally from the company
itself, social licensing is bestowed from one entity to another entity. According to our
boundary criteria, to obtain it, a company must attain legitimacy, credibility or trust (or
all three) from the community, and the community in turn bestows SLO on the
company. This has the potential to be very empowering for local stakeholders because,
although voluntary, SLO provides an informal path for communities to have their
voices heard if formalized opportunities are not used. The Russian case study on
NWPC illustrates this potential well. Even if there are many formal opportunities for com-
munities to have their voices heard, there may not be any incentives to participate in them,
as appears to be the case in Norway.
At its core, this article attempts to shed light on how communities view company behav-

ior, which behavioral attributes they are willing to reward or penalize, and how malleable
community acceptance can actually be. In so doing, evidence from the case studies affirm
that the framework postulated by Thomson et al. (2010) can be used for understanding
how SLO is gained or not, and in what ways. Based on previous empirical studies done
by scholars in the field, and through the application of our empirically based analytical fra-
mework to the case studies, we have been able to draw tentative and cautious conclusions
as to how company behavior influences a community’s (and other stakeholders) percep-
tion of its project, and what level of SLO has been obtained in each case. We do not
argue that we provide a full empirical picture, given the limited number of interviews.
Yet, even with this material, it seems possible for us to develop, with confidence, prelimi-
nary conclusions. It is also important to emphasize that even if our main focus has been on
company–community relations, we have tried to examine the cases from a broader per-
spective, including regulatory structures, simply because many other factors influence
how SLO is gained or not (national and local politics, national legal frameworks, etc.).
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Four broad themes have emerged from the research, with the last one specifically
addressing the article’s central question: how does company behavior affect a commu-
nity’s perception of its project and what is the corresponding level of SLO. These four
themes are as follows: the SLO versus CSR narrative, the prominence of the regulatory
structure, causes of shifts in community acceptance, and the correlation between
company practices and levels of SLO.
The SLO versus CSR narrative is important because in all of the case-study countries,

with the exception of Finland, SLO is rarely recognized either as a specific term or a
concept. In Sweden and in Russia, the CSR term is preferred, but in different ways. In
Sweden, meaningful dialogue manifests itself as CSR; in Russia, it is more the direct
investments from companies (even though these investments can be required by the agree-
ments concluded between the local administrations and companies as a part of the state
mining permit) that are seen as fulfilling their CSR goals and not the dialogues with
local people. In Finland, the SLO as a term originated with the entry into the country of
North American-based mining companies and was therefore used widely in the mining
sector. This, coupled with a well-established EIA process and a more progressive approach
to community organization, fueled the demand side of SLO by the communities
themselves.
Whether it is the EIA process or the applications for permits and licenses, the regulatory

structure in all of the countries is both prominent and functional. It is evident that the way
in which the institutional and regulatory structure operates shapes the way SLO-type of
issues are handled in each of the study countries. Russia is unique in that it is the
history of their institutional/regulatory structure, dating from Soviet times that exerts a pro-
found influence on the behavior of companies. The business ethics from the Soviet era still
guide companies today and heavily influence the development and implementation of their
CSR standards. In Norway, it seems that the strength of legal-administrative regulation
still prevails, which provides less incentives for the companies to pursue SLO, even if
they are going in some instances beyond what is required, or the communities to
demand it. For new mining projects, it is most important to gain local acceptance for
the zoning plan and EIA process. In later stages (e.g. discharge permits), national-level
institutions are more important
In every country, we have seen examples of shifts in community acceptance with the

result that the level of SLO bestowed on a company is usually downgraded. The cases
demonstrate that whether we speak of CSR or SLO, these must be seen as a continuous
process, and the level of acceptance can vary over time, especially when we talk of a fluc-
tuating industry like mining. It seems also evident that investing in SLO will become more
and more necessary in all the studied countries, given the increasing awareness in northern
localities of their stake and rights in mining development.
Whether then different company practices have generated different levels of community

acceptance? There is clearly a correlation between company practices and the levels of
SLO garnered from the community. Russian cases show well how the strong approval
(even co-identification) level initially bestowed on the ‘Apatit’ company declined
because of changed practices by the company that eroded its local SLO to the acceptance
level, and why NWPC has had problems in gaining SLO. What the Russian cases also
show is that the way in which SLO manifests itself appears to be tailored to an individual
country. For example, there are a lot of social investments from the companies in Russia
but not consistent and wide social engagement with the local communities, which is the
norm in Norway, Finland, and Sweden.
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In the Nordic countries, companies have taken into account SLO considerations,
whatever the term they use, in their practices with the local community and stake-
holders. In all these countries, the legal-administrative level is well developed, which
seems still to be relied on by the company representatives, even if a company
chooses to go beyond the legal standards. In Finland, however, the SLO is much
more related to intentional additional action above and beyond what legal standards
require of the company.
Despite these examples, the level of SLO a company enjoys is not always a matter of

how the company behaves as the Swedish and to some extent Russian cases demonstrate.
It may well be that companies that have a long presence in the region and are seen as part
of a country’s legacy, as in Swedish LKAB (state-owned and a long history, domestic, rev-
enues stay in Sweden), have higher possibilities to gain SLO simply because of their long-
time presence and reputation in the country/region.
With respect to indigenous peoples, the nexus between SLO and Free Prior and

Informed Consent (FPIC) is an interesting one since FPIC is already a matter of inter-
national law, as it seems well-established that the free, prior and informed consent of indi-
genous peoples is required before a development project can proceed.6 This may well be
one of the motivations for companies operating in Norway and Sweden not to use the term
SLO explicitly, even if they by and large behave as is required by SLO, since it may lead to
situations where the local communities start demanding certain types of behavior as a con-
dition for their acceptance. Currently, companies operating in Norway and Sweden prefer
to refer to CSR or that they are behaving according to the legal standards, not SLO.
Whether SLO as a term has caught on in the Barents countries, its meaning and practice are

surely here to stay, especially as communities continue to learn from one another how to best
benefit from the increasing number of development projects in their localities. We see many
examples of demands growing stronger and companies acquiescing, and given the long-term
outlook of continued development in this region, this trend will no doubt continue.
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Notes

1. Our findings are based on the analysis of statistical data, scientific literature, public records, infor-
mation from media sources, and semi-structured interviews conducted in 2014 with representa-
tives of both mining companies and people living in the municipalities, as well as some local
politicians and administrators.

2. Klif at this time, previously SFT.
3. The original issue of using a chemical not covered by the original permit resulted in the company

being fined by the police in 2013, subsequent scheduled and postponed court actions, and in late
2014 dismissal of the case by the prosecutor.

4. The results are based on 22 individual interviews and 7 group interviews of local people in Kittilä
and in Kolari municipalities and previous research. The interviewees are municipality officials,
politicians, representatives of the mining companies, and local people nearby the mine or pro-
posed mine. The interviews were conducted in autumn 2013 and in spring 2014.

5. On 8 December 2014, Northland Resources filed for bankruptcy and all production and oper-
ations have been halted. The miner’s bankruptcy filing includes subsidiaries Northland
Sweden AB, Northland Resources AB, Northland Logistics AB, Northland Logistics AS, North-
land Mines OY and Northland Exploration Finland OY.

6. As put by the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: [… ] the Declaration and
various other international sources of authority [… ] along with practical considerations, lead to a
general rule that extractive activities should not take place within the territories of indigenous
peoples without their free, prior, and informed consent. The Report of the Special Rapporteur
on the rights of indigenous peoples; Extractive industry and indigenous peoples, A/HRC/24/41
para. 27. See also Human Rights Committee, Poma Poma v. Peru, Merits, UN doc CCPR/C/
95/D/1457/2006, IHRL 3331 (UNHRC 2009), 27 March 2009.

References

ADEY, E.A., et al., 2011, Corporate social responsibility within the mining industry: Case studies
from across Europe and Russia. Proceedings of the Aachen International Mining
Symposia (AIMS): 5th International Conference – Sustainable Development in the
Minerals Industry (SDIMI), Aachen, June 14–17, pp. 153–170 (Aachen, Germany:
Aachen University).

AGNICO EAGLE, (A), Health, Safety, Environment and Sustainable Development Committee
Charter. Available online at: http://www.agnicoeagle.com/en/About-Us/Governance/
Documents/HSESD_Committee_Charter_-_WEBSITE_VERSION_-_Feb._2013.pdf
[accessed 12 December 2014].

AGNICO EAGLE, (B), Kittilän kaivos. Available online at: http://www.agnicoeagle.com/en/
Operations/Northern-perations/Kittila/Pages/default.aspx [accessed 22 September 2014].

AGNICO EAGLE, (C), Expanding co-operation between the Levi tourist office and Kittilä mine.
Available online at: http://www.agnicoeagle.fi/en/media/newsreleases/Pages/expanding-
co-operation.aspx [accessed 29 April 2015].

ARNSTEIN, S.R., 1969, A ladder of citizen participation. JAIP, 35(4), pp. 216–224.
BOUTILIER, R.G., BLACK, L., and THOMSON, I. 2012. From metaphor to management tool: How the

social license to operate can stabilise the socio-political environment for business.
International Mine Management 2012 Proceedings, 227–237 (Melbourne: Australian
Institute of Mining and Metallurgy (with permission)). Available online at: http://

Social license to operate 223



www.stakeholder360.com/Boutilier_Black_Thomson_From_metaphor_to_mgmt_tool_w_
AUSIMM_permission.pdf. [accessed 11 June 2014].

CAMPBELL, M.L., DE HEER, C.P., and KINSLOW, A., 2014, Littering dynamics in a coastal industrial
setting: The influence of non-resident populations. Mar Pollut Bull, 80(1–2), pp. 179–85.
doi:10.1016/j.marpolbul.2014.01.015

DARE, M., SCHIRMER, J., and VANCLAY, F., 2010, Handbook for Operational Community Engagement
Within Australian Plantation Forest Management (Hobart, Tasmania: Cooperative
Research Centre for Forestry). Available online at: http://www.crcforestry.com.au/
publications/downloads/CRCForestry-CE-FINAL.pdf [accessed 21 October 2014].

ESTEVES, A.M., 2008, Evaluating community investments in the mining sector using multi-criteria
decision analysis to integrate SIA with business planning. Environmental Impact
Assessment Review, 28(4–5), pp. 338–348. doi:10.1016/j.eiar.2007.09.003

ESTEVES, A.M., and BARCLAY, M.A., 2011, New approaches to evaluating the performance of corpor-
ate – community partnerships: A case study from the minerals sector. Journal of Business
Ethics, 103(2), pp. 189–202. doi:10.1007/s10551-011-0860-7

FIDLER, C., and HITCH, M., 2007, Impact and benefit agreements: A contentious issue for environ-
mental and aboriginal justice. Environments Journal, 35(2), pp. 45–69. Available online
at: http://www.infomine.com/publications/docs/Fidler2007.pdf [accessed 15 November
2014].

GILL, A., PONSFORD, I., and WILLIAMS, P., 2007, Corporate social responsibility at tourism desti-
nations: Toward a ‘social licence to operate’. Tourism Review International: An
Interdisciplinary Journal, 11, pp. 133–144. doi:10.3727/154427207783948883

GUNNINGHAM, N., KAGAN, R., and THORNTON, D., 2004, Social license and environmental protection:
Why businesses go beyond compliance. Law & Social Inquiry, 29(2), pp. 307–341.

HALL, N., LACEY, J., CARR-CORNISH, S., and DOWD, A. M., 2015, Social license to operate:
Understanding how a concept has been translated into practice in energy industries.
Journal of Cleaner Production, 86(1), pp. 301–310. doi:10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.08.020

HANNA, P., VANCLAY, F., LANGDON, E. J., and ARTS, J., 2014, Improving the effectiveness of impact
assessment pertaining to indigenous peoples in the Brazilian environmental licensing pro-
cedure. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 46, pp. 58–67. doi:10.1016/j.eiar.
2014.01.005

HEIKKINEN, H. I., LEPY, E. S., ARKKI, S., and KOMU, T, 2013, Challenges in acquiring a social license
to mine in the globalizing Arctic. Polar Record, pp. 1–13. doi:10.1017/
S0032247413000843

JOKELA, J., 2013, Hannukainen IOCG Project. Kolari, Northern Finland. PPT presentation in Levi, 31
October 2013. Available online at: http://fem.lappi.fi/c/document_library/get_file?folderId=
1405165&name=DLFE-20787.pdf [accessed 23 April 2015].

JOKINEN, M., 2013, Nature Values, Nature Based Livelihoods and Mining. Presentation at Best
environmental practices in the mining sector in the Barents Region, International
Conference, Rovaniemi, 23–25 April 2013. Available online at: http://www.metla.fi/
hanke/7451/pdf/24042013-jokinen.pdf [15 November 2014].

KOKKO, M. 2014. Kaivosteollisuus. Toimialaraportit 2/2014. Available online at: http://www.
temtoimialapalvelu.fi/files/2253/Kaivosteollisuus_marraskuu_2014.pdf [accessed 12
December 2014].

KUNNARI, M., 2013, Kaivoksiin suhtautuminen paikallisyhteisöissä. Presentation at DILACOMI
Seminar, Rovaniemi, 27 September 2014. Available online at: http://www.ulapland.fi/
loader.aspx?id=5dcbb527-e1ee-475e-b223-e44c3b93352f [accessed 2 April 2014].

LKAB [Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara Aktiebolag], 2013, Integrated Report. Annual and Sustainability
Report 2013. Available online at: http://www.lkab.com/Global/Documents/Finansiella%
20rapporter/Annual%20Report%20eng/LKAB_2013_Annual_and_Sustainability_Report.
pdf [15 November 2014].

224 T. Koivurova et al.



MOFFAT, K., and ZHANG, A., 2014, The paths to social license to operate: An integrative model
explaining community acceptance of mining. Resources Policy, 39, pp. 61–70. doi:10.
1016/j.resourpol.2013.11.003

Municipal document (archive ref. 09/430) related to SVG application on discharge permit.
NORTHERN IRON, Profile. Available online at: http://www.northerniron.com.au/corporate/profile

[accessed 3 June 2014].
NORTHLAND, www.northland.eu. Link does not open anymore after company bankruptcy in

December 2014. On file with the authors.
NORTHLAND, Mining Responsibly. 2014, Available online at: http://www.northland.eu/sv-se/about-

us/our-approach/mining-responsibly. Link does not open anymore after company bank-
ruptcy in December 2014. On file with the authors.

NUSSIR, (A), 2007, Corporate Governance Policy. Available online at: http://www.nussir.no/en_
about_corpor.php [accessed 15 November 2014].

NUSSIR, (B), Local Involvement. Available online at: http://www.nussir.no/en_commun_involv.php
[accessed 15 November 2014].

OWEN, J.R., and KEMP, D., 2013, Social license and mining: A critical perspective. Resources Policy,
38(1), pp. 29–35. doi:10.1016/j.resourpol.2012.06.016

PARTNERBOOK, Northland Mines Oy. 2014, Available online at: https://www.partnerbook.fi/
company/383 [accessed 11 December 2014].

PELTOLA, R., et al., 2014, Social license for the utilization of wild berries in the context of local tra-
ditional rights and the interests of the berry industry. Barents Studies, 1(2), pp. 24–49.
Available online at: http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:ula-201410021424 [accessed 15 November
2014].

PHOSAGRO, SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY. Available online at: www.phosagro.com/social/ [accessed 10
May 2014].

PRNO, J., 2013, An analysis of factors leading to the establishment of a social license to operate in the
mining industry. Resources Policy, 38(4), pp. 577–590. doi:10.1016/j.resourpol.2013.09.
010

PRNO, J., and SLOCOMBE, D.S., 2012, Exploring the origins of ‘social license to operate’ in the mining
sector: Perspectives from governance and sustainability theories. Resources Policy 37(3),
pp. 346–357. doi:10.1016/j.resourpol.2012.04.002

RYTTERI, T., 2012, Suomessa toimivien kaivosyhtiöiden vastuustrategiat ja yhtiöihin kohdistuvat
odotukset. Alue ja ympäristö, 41(1), pp. 54–67. Available online at: http://www.ays.fi/
aluejaymparisto/pdf/aluejaymp_2012_1_s54–67.pdf [accessed 12 December 2014].

SAIRINEN, R., 2011, Kaivosteollisuuden yhteiskuntavastuu ja muuttuva suhde paikallisyhteisöön.
Terra, 123(3), pp. 11–18.

SATOKANGAS, P., 2014, Matkailulla maakunta menestyy. Matkailun tulo- ja työllisyysvaikutukset 12
lappilaisessa kunnassa vuonna 2011. Available online at: http://matkailu.luc.fi/loader.aspx?
id=1cbe71fc-3d25-426e-879e-d163d4ff6bad [accessed 11 April 2014].

SCHARPF, F.W., 1997, Games Real Actors Play. Actor-Centered Institutionalism in Policy Research
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press).

SNEGOV, V., and DYADIK, V., 2013, Otsenka potenciala uchastiya krupnogo biznesa v socil’no-eko-
nomicheskom razvitii arkticheskogo regiona [Assessment of the potential of large business’
participation in the socio-economic development of the Arctic region]. Ekonomicheskie i
social’nye peremeny: fakty, tendencii, prognoz, 2013(2), pp. 29–39.

SYDVARANGER GRUVE As, (A), Environment. Available online at: http://www.sydvarangergruve.
no/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=19&Itemid=123&lang=en [accessed
16 December 2014].

SYDVARANGER GRUVE As, (B), Who We Are. Available online at: http://www.sydvarangergruve.
no/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=17&Itemid=121&lang=en [accessed
16 December 2014].

Social license to operate 225



THOMSON, I., and BOUTILIER, R.G., 2011a, Modelling and Measuring the Social License to Operate;
Fruits of a Dialogue Between Theory and Practice. Available online at: http://www.
socialicense.com/publications/Modelling%20and%20Measuring%20the%20SLO.pdf
[accessed 15 January 2015].

THOMSON, I., and BOUTILIER, R.G., 2011b, Social license to operate. In SME Mining Engineering
Handbook, P. DARLING (Ed.), 3rd ed., pp. 1779–1790 (Denver, Colorado: Society for
Mining, Metallurgy and Exploration).

THOMSON, I., BOUTILIER, R., MAMANI, J., and DIEZ DE MEDINA, J., 2010, Starting it right! Mineral
exploration and the social license to operate. Mining Law: Newsletter of the International
Bar Association Section of Energy, Environment, Natural Resources and Infrastructure
Law, 4(2), pp. 13–20. Available online at: http://www.mcguirewoods.com/news-
resources/publications/international/Mining_Law_(Aug_2010.pdf) [accessed 15 January
2015].

THOMSON, I., BOUTILIER, R.G., and BLACK, L., 2012, Corporate social responsibility – the social
license to operate a mine. The International Resource Journal. Available online at: http://
www.internationalresourcejournal.com/mining/mining_november_12/the_social_licence_
to_operate_a_mine.html [accessed 15 June 2014].

TYLER, T.R., 2006, Psychological perspectives on legitimacy and legitimation. Annual Review of
Psychology, 57, pp. 375–400. doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.57.102904.190038

WILBURN, K.M., and WILBURN, R., 2011, Achieving social licence to operate using stakeholder theory.
Journal of International Business Ethics, 4(2), pp. 3–16. Available online at: http://
www.americanscholarspress.com/content/BusEth_Abstract/v4n211-art1.pdf [accessed 15
November 2014].

WILLIAMS, R., andWALTON, A., 2013, The Social Licence to Operate and Coal SeamGasDevelopment.
A literature review report to the Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance
(GISERA) (Canberra, Australia: CSIRO). Available online at: http://www.gisera.org.au/
publications/tech_reports_papers/socioeco-proj-5-lit-review.pdf [accessed 4 September 2014].

WORLDCOM, Obtaining Your Social License to Operate. Available online at: http://archive.
worldcomgroup.com/~worldcomgroup/about-worldcom/news/article/obtaining-your-
social-license-to-operate/ [accessed 1 February 2015].

YLE LAPPI, 2014, Kolarin kaivosta kuopataan. Available online at: http://yle.fi/uutiset/kolarin_
kaivosta_kuopataan/7422992 [accessed 12 December 2014].

226 T. Koivurova et al.



Appendix. Interview table

S. no. Position description Date of interview

1. Local inhabitant A active in environmental issues 14 March 2014
2. Local inhabitant B active in environmental issues 14 March 2014
3. Local inhabitant active in opposing marine tailings 14 March 2014
4. Municipal director in Pajala 28 November 2013
5. Inhabitants of Gabna Sameby in Kiruna municipality 10 February 2014
6. Members of the local branch of the Sw. Society for Nature

Conservation, Kiruna
10 February 2014

7. Inhabitant of Svappavvaara village 11 February 2014
8. Inhabitants of Muonio Sameby in Pajala municipality 3 April 2014
9. Deputy of the municipal council of the Kirovsk municipality 10 April 2014
10. Top manager of Apatit 8 May 2014
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1. Introduction

National and sub-national interests often serve as the driving force behind resource 
development. However, the greatest critical scrutiny of these projects arises at the 
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local level, and it is at this level that some of the most prominent legitimacy dilemmas 
materialize. Communities and individuals in close proximity to the mine experience 
the greatest effects, both positive and negative, which again induces discussions on 
whether or not the mine offers a net benefit. One of the common reference points 
in relation to attitudes towards mining is sustainable development. Referenced by 
both government and industry in relation to resource extraction, over the past three 
decades sustainable development has become an established marker for decision-
making – balancing current needs against future risks. Stemming from the Bruntland 
Commission in 1987, the three pillars of sustainability: economic, social, and environ-
mental, dominate many of the discussions on the impacts of resource development 
today, but the expectation remains that economic growth requires environmental and 
social trade-offs. However, there are different expectations regarding the kinds of im-
pacts that these communities experience and, in turn, many different outcomes ma-
terialize. Therefore, looking at the congruence, or lack thereof, between expectations 
and reality provides insight into the sources of support for a mining project. Broadly, 
the aim of this paper is to understand why mining projects achieve legitimacy.

Economic factors such as employment and taxation remain salient issues when 
considering the viability of a mine and its effect on a local community. These con-
siderations balance against potentially adverse outcomes to the environment, and the 
societal changes associated with a relatively large influx of highly paid residents.1 As a 
result, scrutiny at the local level becomes heightened, because developing a mine re-
quires members of the local community to either support or reject its operations based 
on an evaluation of the trade-offs the project necessitates. On the one hand, a new 
mine may generate positive economic outcomes for the local community, which help 
alleviate some of the apprehension related to living in close proximity to the mine. On 
the other hand, social and environmental impacts may appear overwhelming or unde-
sirable. It comes as no surprise, then, that possessing some control over the outcomes 
of these factors affects perceptions in the community.2 Understanding the interplay 
between these different factors, particularly the level of importance they receive in 
the community, not only gives insight into whether or not the local community will 
support a mining project, but also provides a more detailed rationale for why. Thus, 
the first task in this study is to investigate how these three factors: economic, environ-
mental, and societal, are balanced against one another and which of these legitimize 
and delegitimize a mining project. Using this division allows us to compare how heav-
ily economic, social, and environmental opportunities are weighed against risks and 
trade-offs often tied to sustainability. Further, we separate input legitimacy and output 
legitimacy, to reflect the differences between the planning and development stages of 
the mine to the operation of the mine. The first research question is: How are economic, 
environmental, and social factors balanced against one another with regard to legitimacy?

Discerning what factors affect legitimacy only covers part of the investigation. 
Looking at whether the expectations related to these factors come to fruition serves 
as the other component in this investigation on legitimacy. In order to achieve a high 
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level of legitimacy, congruence must exist between the norms and beliefs of the peo-
ple granting legitimacy and the actions and outcomes that occur in reality.3 4 In this 
specific case, people living in the municipality of Pajala viewed the mine favourably; 
from the information gathered in the interviews, the project enjoyed a relatively high 
level of legitimacy as people perceived its opening as a net positive for the commu-
nity. Therefore, along with identifying the factors that legitimize the mining project, 
we look at the related outcomes, comparing the specifics on what types of impacts 
residents expect from the mine to the on-the-ground reality. The second research 
question is: To what extent do legitimizing expectations align with reality?

Together, these research questions aim to expand our understanding of legitimacy, 
particularly within the context of resource development. In order to accomplish this task, 
first we provide an overview of the case, Pajala, and some of the broader context of 
the mining industry at the time. Second, we cover the theoretical underpinnings of this 
study along with the framework and methodology. Third, we outline the findings of our 
interviews, categorize them and identify the most important factors. Fourth, we compare 
the factors from the interviews with measurable, observable outcomes to determine the 
extent to which these expectations were fulfilled. Fifth, and finally, we discuss the impli-
cations of these findings for the mining industry and legitimacy research more generally.

2. Case Background

With a history that spans centuries coupled with strong state involvement over the 
past few decades, it comes as no surprise that Sweden currently leads the European 
Union (EU) in iron ore production and is also a major producer of copper, zinc, lead, 
gold, and silver. Throughout most of the twentieth century, however, the Swedish 
Government restricted mining operations to domestic companies – the most prom-
inent being a state-owned company, Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara Aktiebolag (LKAB).

Through the introduction of new mining legislation in 1991, Sweden signaled the 
end of restricting foreign investment in the country’s mining industry.5 However, new 
investments in mining projects requires more than new legislation. Unsurprisingly, global 
mineral prices needed to reach a certain level before interest waxed. In the late 2000s, a 
surge in commodity prices resulted in a mining boom as the price of iron futures reached 
over $180. As a result, expenditure on exploration in Sweden grew from just under 300 
million SEK (37.7 million USD) in 2005 to a high of just under 800 million SEK (113.1 
million USD) in 2011.6 We look at one mining project that came as a result of this new 
investment, Northland Resources, and its mine in the municipality of Pajala.

Pajala is a town in northern Sweden, located in northeast Norrbotten County next 
to the Finnish border. The area is known as the Torne Valley, after the large Torne 
River, which flows through Pajala and continues 180 km south towards the Bothnian 
Bay. South of Pajala, the river forms the border between Sweden and Finland. A his-
torical centre of trade due to its location near several major rivers in the region, Paja-
la’s main economic activities historically include reindeer herding by the indigenous 



Gregory A. Poelzer & Thomas Ejdemo

6

Sami people, agriculture, and iron works.7 In more modern times, the local labour 
market depended on public sector activities and forestry, which long served as the 
backbone of the local economy. The municipality of Pajala currently comprises a cen-
tral town and several villages. As in many other similar municipalities, new technol-
ogy and structural changes during the 1950s and -60s caused a loss of employment 
opportunities and initiated a process of depopulation. People started to migrate from 
Pajala to jobs elsewhere, causing the population to decrease from 15 400 inhabitants 
in 1954 to the current population of 6303. Over the past few decades, young people 
have continued to leave to pursue opportunities not available to them in Pajala (for 
example jobs, education etc.). As a consequence, the local government has had to 
cope with one of the highest shares of elderly residents in all of Sweden. The munic-
ipality has also experienced a deficit of women, and birth rates have not been suffi-
cient to balance the declining demographic development. This social development 
long pointed towards a gloomy outlook for the region. One example is a local road 
sign supposedly put up some time in the 1970s, saying “The last one to leave turns off 
the lights!” although we have not been able to verify its existence.

The region appeared to rebound when Northland Resources, a junior mining com-
pany initially based in Canada, indicated its interest in developing an iron ore mine in 
Kaunisvaara, just north of Pajala. Northland started construction at the mine site in 
2010 and began operations in December 2012 at the Tapuli deposit. This new mine 
was widely reported on in the news media as a potential catalyst to reverse some of the 
decline experienced in recent decades.9 Jakobsson conducted a survey on future expec-
tations in Pajala, when the Kaunisvaara mine was in the planning stage.10 The results 
showed that the community was strongly positive toward the plans for a mine and that 
the level of support was interlinked with socio-economic trends and expectations.

The company was in the process of developing the Sahavaara deposit in 2014 and 
moving towards full production, when severe liquidity issues and falling iron ore 
prices forced the mining company to file for bankruptcy in the fall of 2014, raising 
questions about future ownership and operations. Nevertheless, strong community 
support for the mine continues, largely due to the efforts of Northland early in the 
planning process to create an open dialogue with the inhabitants of Pajala.

3. Theory and Methods

In traditional political thinking, legitimacy speaks to the relationship between the 
governor and the governed. Those in authority enjoy legitimacy when they operate 
in a manner that citizens view as right, just, and proper. Therefore, feedback from 
citizens serves as the primary determinate of whether or not government is living 
up to their expectations.11 However, as policy decision-making changes, the num-
ber of actors and interests that can affect the outcome grows and, as a result, the 
strong connection between governor and governed fades with regards to legitimacy.12 
For resource development cases that require consideration of multiple interests and 
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outcomes, such as mining, the relationship between the governor and the governed 
becomes increasingly blurred; important factors affecting legitimacy exist beyond the 
relationship between citizens and the state. The interaction between different actors 
during the process of mine development and the outcomes during production all 
affect the legitimacy of a mine. In this respect, local communities face the important, 
and difficult, task of determining what legitimizes a mining project. Is a positive re-
lationship with a mining company significant enough to offset the loss of usable land 
or water? What kind of economic development will the mine produce? These types of 
questions accompany most mining projects but the specifics around these issues vary. 
Therefore, we further develop our definition of legitimacy in order handle context 
specific issues and operationalize it for our study.

In many respects, the general public has the power to reward or punish the actions 
of governments and politicians. The most straightforward tool the public has to con-
fer legitimacy comes in the form of elections; policy decisions and outcomes that run 
counter to the values of society will not be tolerated for extended periods of time. 
Thus, legitimacy remains one of the central goals for policymakers – both politicians 
and bureaucrats – as they look to achieve strong levels of support, acceptance and/
or compliance.13 Further, as legitimacy grows, the need for coercion shrinks. Some 
even argue that legitimacy requires compliance devoid of threats of disciplinary ac-
tion over more than a minority of citizens.14, 15, 16 , ,  Legitimacy, therefore, not only 
provides a measure of performance, but is also a necessary condition for successful 
policy.

Expanding on compliance, North makes the argument that, “The costs of main-
tenance of an existing order are inversely related to the perceived legitimacy of the 
existing system. To the extent that the participants believe the system fair, the costs 
of enforcing the rules and property rights are enormously reduced.”17 Given the con-
nection between support, compliance, and cost, the importance of legitimacy cannot 
be overstated. This becomes particularly pertinent in jurisdictions with economies 
reliant on resource extraction. But the value of legitimacy extends beyond policy 
makers. Corporations, interest groups, and individuals all strive for legitimacy, but 
may simultaneously enjoy different levels of legitimacy. Again, their legitimacy rests 
on how they are perceived by their respective constituents, but the types of inter-
action that occur and methods for holding actors accountable differ from sector to 
sector; creating different types of legitimacy. In an industry such as mining, where a 
confluence of activity takes place during the development and operation of a mine, 
it becomes reasonable to account for these different relationships and broaden the 
scope of both the actors and the process. Therefore, finding a definition of legitimacy 
that casts a wider net, one beyond political legitimacy, becomes paramount.

To begin with, we build on Suchman’s oft-used description: “Legitimacy is a gen-
eralized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, 
or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, 
and definitions.”18 Key to this conceptualisation of legitimacy is the recognition of 
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Expectations Legitimacy Reality

Figure 1. Overlap between value expectations and reality produces legitimacy

the importance of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions and, more importantly, that 
variation exists. Societies, communities, and organizations hold different beliefs and 
consequently develop unique norms. Context, history, and tradition are a few of the 
many forces that create diversity, and accounting for these differences becomes key 
to understanding how what might be completely acceptable in one community may 
be completely abhorrent in another. Thus, the rules that govern a society and the 
outcomes of these rules should reflect the norms and interests of that society.19 How-
ever, for this study we focus on a single issue, a new mine, and instead of looking at 
the general norms, values, and beliefs these individuals hold regarding government, 
resource extraction, the mining industry, and public consultations, we look at atti-
tudes specific to the mine. And, in order to draw out some of the norms and beliefs of 
the respondents we ask about their value expectations – the standards by which they 
expect others to operate and the outcomes of these operations. Value expectations 
serve as an effective proxy for norms, values, and beliefs, from which respondents 
base their perceptions of the mine. To assess whether the mining project lives up to 
these value expectations, we also look at the outcomes on the ground, the realities 
of establishing and operating that come with a new mine. Through this conception 
of legitimacy, we end up with expectations on one side and reality on the other. As 
expectations and reality become more congruent, legitimacy increases. Figure 1 is a 
depiction of this relationship.

Many of the considerations that affect the legitimacy of a mining project coincide 
closely with sustainable development, and, accordingly, we categorize respondents’ 
expectations along three dimensions: economic, environment, and social. Because of 
the inherent long-term impacts, including irreversible changes related to land devel-
opment, we underscore the significance of recognizing both the development process 
and outcome during the mine operation with respect to legitimacy. Operationalizing 
these separate issues, however, requires additional qualification of our concept of 
legitimacy.

The distinction between input and output as the two dimensions of legitimacy pro-
vides a solid foundation for categorization; input legitimacy refers to the mechanisms 
for public participation in political institutions, while output legitimacy refers to the 
level of public support for the results these same institutions produce.20 While input 
legitimacy ties in closely with process, and acknowledges the demands of citizens and 
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develops mechanisms to address these same demands, output legitimacy conversely 
depends on the product of a decision or outcome.

In order to gather information on the perceptions of local residents on the legiti-
macy of Northland Resources and its mining project, we conducted semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews between November 2013 and June 2014 in Luleå, Pajala, and 
Kaunisvaara. The interviewees were a targeted sample in order to include diverse and 
prominent interests in the community. We selected municipal administrators, members 
of local environmental conservation organizations, a representative from the reindeer 
herding community, a small business owner, and local residents who had participated 
in some of the public consultations. We also conducted an interview with a company 
executive for additional information on the planning and operation of the mine. While 
not representative of the whole community, these respondents represent a broad range 
of interests and, most importantly, possess significant knowledge of both the develop-
ment process and the mining operations. Importantly, the individuals selected lived in 
the municipality before the permitting process began. The semi-structured interviews 
focused on questions about how the development process worked and how the mine 
affected the community, in particular positive and negative aspects of the mine – its 
potential benefits and risks. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 1½ hours.

We opted to utilize a qualitative approach through in-depth interviews, rather than 
gather quantitative data through a survey, for several reasons. First, asking questions 
about expectations and experiences potentially leads to larger variation in responses. 
Qualitative data collection, particularly through semi-structured interviews, also 
avoids the issue of researchers pre-determining relevant issues connected to legit-
imacy. Second, interviews allow for follow-up questions, which is a necessity when 
investigating the details of expectations.

4. Findings

i. Economic, Environmental, and Social Factors
In order to categorize our results, we first organized interviewee responses according 
to whether they related to the process of developing the mine or to changes created 
by its development. From there, we organized our findings into legitimizing and 
delegitimizing factors. Table 1 provides an overview of responses, categorized ac-
cording to this scheme. The legitimizing factors correspond to responses that refer 
to the process of developing the mine or to the effects of the mine in a positive light. 
Conversely, the delegitimizing factors indicate fear of or skepticism about the project. 
During the interviews, it quickly became evident that there was a strong perception 
that the mine had had a positive influence on the community. Analyzing and organiz-
ing the data from the interviews further validated this finding.

As expected with natural resource development, economic factors fell into the 
legitimizing column while environmental factors fell into the delegitimizing column. 
This occurred both on the input side and the output side. Further, because the mine 
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Table 1. Issues Affecting Legitimacy

Input Factors Output Factors

Legitimizing Delegitimizing Legitimizing Delegitimizing

Initial reaction was very 
positive (personal as well 
as the community)
Northland has provided 
information continuously 
and reached out/listened 
to local people
Northland seems to have 
been embraced by the 
community

Most people have been 
very positive, but there 
are a few that have been 
openly negative towards 
mining (environmental 
concerns)

New jobs: Currently 
about 100 at the Juno-
suando “transport hub” 
which will increase to 
250-300, and there will 
be 250-300 workers at 
the mine, perhaps even 
400 (at full production)

New housing is necessary 
so people can live and 
work here (and pay tax), 
we do not want fly in/
fly out

“Name a minister who 
has not been here”

Concern about long term 
impact on Sami lifestyle 
and reindeer herding

Cliffton (which handles 
the ore transports) has 
organized their roster so 
that their drivers have to 
live nearby (within a daily 
commute)

Increased traffic

We feel that the mining 
company is trustworthy

Lack of effort/recognition 
from municipality for 
Sami village

There has been no in-
crease in crime rates

Dust

If the company had not 
behaved well, we would 
be under tremendous 
pressure, but we have 
not experienced anything 
like that (i.e. complaints 
about the company)

Concerned about North-
land’s financial problems. 
What if some other 
company buys the mine 
that might not respect 
the Sami?

Stores are able to stay 
open later during the day

Difficult for the public 
sector to compete with 
mining wages
Some people have had 
to move from the mining 
area (they negotiated 
with Northland but we 
have nothing to do with 
it)

Northland wants their 
employees to become 
integrated in the 
community

Improved roads and road 
maintenance

Communication efforts 
from the company have 
slowed down somewhat 
since they have begun 
producing

Many information meet-
ings, well attended

The community has 
become more “living”, 
empty houses have been 
rented out

Some concern about 
potential negative impact 
on water quality in river

Good relations and 
dialogue with local 
government

There were a lot of work-
ers here during construc-
tion (nearly 800), positive 
for restaurants etc.
Some new families have 
moved here.

People who live near the 
road have complained 
about dust from road 
transports (says North-
land addressed the issue 
quickly)

There were many meet-
ings about how to house 
the temporary workforce 
before

The population has in-
creased for the first time 
in many years

Some concern about 
truck transports, would 
prefer railway (better for 
the environment)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Input Factors Output Factors

Legitimizing Delegitimizing Legitimizing Delegitimizing

Good info from North-
land, good relationship 
between company and 
community

People have totally differ-
ent attitudes, views and 
expectations about the 
future today compared 
to just a few years ago 
(more positive now). This 
is evident in how people 
are building and reno-
vating their homes, the 
municipality has invested 
in new playgrounds and 
in little things such as 
new Christmas lights 
above the streets in town, 
after having the same old 
ugly lights for 30 years.

Lack of housing is an 
important bottleneck, 
it prevents people from 
moving here. Most 
people in the housing 
queue are between 25-35 
years old.

Northland has conducted 
themselves well, kept us 
well informed and main-
tained a good dialogue

Many local employees at 
the mine

Some people had to 
move from their home 
in Kaunisvaara (but they 
have accepted it as a 
necessary thing)

Positive to see so many 
young people who want 
to live and work here

Some people have lost 
money on Northland 
shares (due to financial 
problems)

New jobs We have noticed in-
creased vegetation on the 
river bottom

Improved roads A healthy river can 
provide opportunities for 
tourism, which can last 
longer than a mine

Many visitors/temporary 
workers spent money 
during construction (at 
restaurants etc)

Northland has ongoing 
financial issues and we 
always hear that they 
need to raise more 
money. What if they go 
bankrupt? Is someone 
else taking over?

Local companies have 
expanded thanks to the 
mine
Jobs, all my family have 
jobs now. If they are not 
working at the mine they 
are working in something 
related to the mine.
Pajala can continue to 
exist and services can be 
maintained
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was largely viewed as positive, economic factors brought up in the interviews out-
numbered environmental factors to a considerable extent. However, an unexpected 
finding was that social factors also legitimized the mine, which in many ways goes 
hand-in-hand with the economic outcomes. Bringing in new, young residents to the 
area had improved the spirit of the community. The table includes specific comments 
given by respondents during the interviews and provides a sense of the importance of 
the economic versus environmental or social issues.

The table above gives some of the specific insights into the issues raised by the res-
idents of Pajala. This table is by no means exhaustive but the responses included are 
indicative of the overall sentiment we perceived when conducting the interviews, as 
well as when we engaged in more casual conversations. One of the most notable find-
ings is the lack of delegitimizing factors on the input side. Northland Resources en-
gaged heavily in dialogue with local residents, interest groups, and reindeer herders. 
These engagement efforts appear to have paid off. On the output side, respondents 
focused primarily on the local impacts of the mine. On the positive side, employment 
dominated the discussions, while on the negative side, local environmental issues 
related to water quality and dust were a matter of concern. These responses come as 
little surprise, as the debate on resource development often echoes the divisions of 
sustainable development. Importantly, a few references were made to the financial 
difficulties Northland Resources found itself in and the potential consequences of 
these problems. However, the consequences discussed focused on whether a new 
company would prove as trustworthy as Northland.

Given the clear and unanimous response in the interviews that the mine repre-
sented a positive development for the community, along with the overwhelming 
connection between positive perceptions and economic factors, the next step in the 
analysis is to look at whether expectations matched reality. The next sub-sections 
look at economic data related to the responses we received.

ii. Quantitative Analysis of Economic Development in Pajala
Based on the significant numbers of responses that point to the economy as the ra-
tionale for the legitimacy of the mine, we examine economic development in Pajala 
during the short lifespan of the mine. The years of comparison for the economic 
analysis are 2009 and 2014. This captures the year right before construction of the 
mine site started and the last year of production, until the bankruptcy. The economic 
indicators utilized cover population development, employment (per industry), la-
bour market participation and income (growth in sum of wages per capita). We also 
employ a dynamic shift share analysis to provide empirical evidence on how employ-
ment growth in Pajala during the mining era was influenced by factors specific to the 
local economy, as well as the influence of national and county-level trends.

First, to provide additional background information we highlight the population 
development in Pajala from the late 1960s in Figure 2. The main reason for the de-
clining population levels of the 1960s and 70s is out-migration caused by structural 
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change and increasing urbanization. Pajala as well as many other non-metropolitan 
areas of Sweden have faced challenges such as: an ageing population; an increasingly 
challenging demographic structure (i.e. ‘natural population change’), and; out-mi-
gration of young people due to lack of jobs and opportunities. As Figure 2 shows, the 
negative population trend which had persisted for decades petered out around 2010, 
in conjunction with the development of the mine.

In our interviews, respondents emphasized that the mine had a significant impact 
on local employment and economic development during its few years in production, 
until the bankruptcy. This is supported by official statistics. Table 2 provides a sum-
mary of some key economic indicators for Pajala compared to national data. As the 
data shows, incomes (measured here as the sum of wages per capita) were still lower 
than the national average in 2013 but grew at a much faster rate than the national 
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Figure 2. Population development in Pajala, 1968-2014 
Source: Statistics Sweden

Table 2. Selected indicators on recent economic development in Pajala

Income (sum of wages) per capita* Labor market participation rate**

2009 2014

2009 2013 Growth, 2009-
2013

Average annual 
growth (%) 
2009-2013

Men Women Men Women

Pajala 98.4 121.9 23.5 6.00% 73.8% 72.4% 82.90% 81.00%
Sweden 138.6 149.2 10.6 1.90% 76.2% 73.1% 78.5% 76.0%

* thousand SEK in constant (2013) prices, **% of people aged 20-64

Source: Statistics Sweden (own adaption)
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average between 2009 and 2013. Data for 2014 was not yet available when these 
income growth indicators were calculated. The table also shows that labor market 
participation rates improved considerably for both men and women during the years 
2009-2014 and in fact exceeded national averages by the end of this time period.

In absolute terms, local employment growth between 2009 and 2014 totalled 786 
new jobs. This reflects a total employment growth of 36 %. Figure 3 displays how 
the change in employment between 2009 and 2014 was distributed by main in-
dustry. Between 2009 and 2014, employment increased in nearly all sectors. The 
major growth industries were mining, construction, transportation, agriculture and 
forestry, and business services.

iii. Exploring local employment growth: a dynamic shift-share analysis
The data reviewed above shows that the development of the mine coincided with a 
period of rapid employment growth in Pajala. Much of this effect is most likely attrib-
uted to the mine, but the influence of regional and national economic development on 
local employment remains unclear. To address this, we employ the shift-share method 
to our empirical analysis. According to Stimson et al.,21 the technique “…enables the as-
sessment of a region’s overall performance relative to other regions”. It does so by examining 
development in the study region with respect to a reference area (typically the nation). 
In our case, we examine employment growth in Pajala with respect to two separate 
reference areas: the surrounding region (Norrbotten county) and the nation (Sweden).

The shift-share method is used to decompose local employment growth during the 
period 2009-2014 into three components (as described by Stimson et al.22): (a) the 
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national share, which captures that part of change attributable to overall national 
trends (or county-level trends); (b) the industry mix effect, which captures that part 
of change attributable to the industrial composition of the region - i.e. employment 
change due to local industries which are growing quickly or slowly at the national (or 
county) level, and; (c) the regional (local) shift (sometimes referred to as ‘competitive’, 
‘differential’ or ‘local’ effect), which measures the proportion of employment growth 
attributable to effects specific to the study region (local effects, in this case). This 
component is often interpreted as evidence of some kind of comparative advantage 
which enhances the competitiveness of the local economy.23

To overcome some of the limitations24 associated with the traditional comparative 
static shift-share method (i.e. it only examines the first and final years studied), we 
employ the dynamic approach suggested by Barff and Knight,25 where shift-share 
components are computed annually and summarized over the study period. A more 
detailed technical description is available in the appendix. Relatively recent appli-
cations of the dynamic shift-share analysis include Mitchell and Carlson,26 who ex-
plore regional employment growth in Australia; Hirobe who examines inter-regional 
disparities of the US labor market,27 and; Otsuka, who employs a dynamic shift-
share framework to analyze regional energy demand in Japan.28 The following section 
presents the main results of the analysis.

iv. Results
This section reviews the results of the dynamic shift-share analysis. We focus solely 
on aggregate annual results, as the intention in this section is to examine overall eco-
nomic performance in Pajala relative to the reference areas. This analysis is provided 
in order to ascertain if the positive development observed in section ii was in fact 
largely due to the mine (i.e. conditions specific to Pajala), or a result of county- or 
national level growth trends. Figure 4 illustrates the annual results for each compo-
nent, with Sweden as the reference economy.

Following Stimson et al.,29 the interpretation is relatively straightforward: the na-
tional growth effect suggests that a total of 194 local jobs can be attributed to the 
overall growth of the Swedish economy during the period, but the effect is declining. 
The industry mix effect suggests that 32 new jobs were added over the period as a 
result of the industrial composition (i.e. specialization in industries which outper-
formed the overall national growth rate). This effect is more or less neutral except 
for 2011. The industry-specific effects (not provided here) show that the effect can 
mainly be traced to agriculture and forestry, with a likely explanation being a change 
in the classification of individuals employed in the sector in 2011.30

The most interesting result of the shift-share analysis is the ‘local effect’, which indi-
cates that 560 local jobs were added due to effects specific to the study region (Pajala). 
The standard interpretation of shift-share suggests that this is evidence of some kind of 
comparative or competitive advantage, but it does not reveal the actual source. In this 
case we know that the major factor was the development of the Kaunisvaara project 
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into an operating mine during the period. The industry-specific local effects (not pro-
vided here) clearly show that the major factor behind the strongly positive local effect 
was employment growth in manufacturing and extraction (i.e. mining) and in other 
parts of the mining industry’s value chain (construction; transportation and storage).

We now move on to the second part of our dynamic shift-share analysis, where 
we use Norrbotten county as the reference area. Figure 5 illustrates the results for 
the annual shift-share components. The main difference here is that we examine the 
influence of trends at the county level rather than national trends.

A greater proportion of local employment growth can clearly be attributed to county-
level trends compared to the influence of overall national growth during the period. The 
aggregate ‘county growth effect’ is 230 jobs, but the effect is declining during the period. 
The effect of industry mix is also similar, although slightly larger in 2011 when using 
the county as reference. Again, the most interesting results are the ‘local effects’, which 
describe the proportion of employment growth that can be attributed to factors specific 
to Pajala. Over the period, the local effect was 510 jobs according to the analysis.

Overall, the indicators and analyses we review in this section further support the 
argument that mining enhanced economic development in Pajala. Our dynamic 
shift-share analysis provides empirical evidence which shows that the local economy 
outperformed the county as well as the nation in terms of employment growth during 
the mining era. The mine appears to have had important direct as well as indirect 
impacts on the local labor market. However, the new jobs came at the expense of 
making Pajala an increasingly resource dependent community and exposed the local 
economy to volatile global commodity markets. As Figure 6 depicts, iron ore only 
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enjoyed a temporary high in price which was enough to spur to new projects but not 
long enough to sustain many. The impact of the bankruptcy in late 2014 has not been 
analyzed empirically in this study due to lack of data.

5. Discussion

As this paper shows, the local economy in Pajala – and in a sense, the community in 
general – was revived by the Kaunisvaara mine. Our analysis of government statistics 
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Figure 5. Annual shift-share components for employment growth in Pajala with respect to county-
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support the notion that mining had a significant impact on the local economy,  beyond 
providing jobs directly. This brings us back to the question of legitimacy.

Looking at the responses provided in the interview process on the input side, local 
residents expected not only to receive information regarding the development of the 
mine, but also to influence decision making to some degree. In this regard they ap-
peared to be satisfied. The strategy Northland utilized, becoming very familiar and 
even familial, made a significant difference according to the individuals we inter-
viewed. Thus, because of this interaction, including the willingness of the company to 
solve problems, a high level of trust was established during the development process. 
Environmental concerns comprised the bulk of the delegitimizing issues but the so-
cial benefits far outweighed these concerns overall.

On the output side, the primary consideration of the local residents concerned the 
economic benefits derived from the mine – it was the driving force behind the legiti-
macy of the mine for the community. Many of the key issues brought forward related 
to the growth of local employment either directly or indirectly through the mine. In 
this respect, the match between the salient issues raised by the local community and 
economic reality matched closely. Even further, economic growth precipitated many 
of the perceived social benefits. As a municipality with a shrinking population, anxi-
ety existed over its future. In this case, the influx of residents represented a potential 
revitalization of the community – a perceived positive social change. This finding 
may speak to how social outcomes are viewed with regard to sustainable develop-
ment. In cases where economic outcomes are more important than environmental 
outcomes, social outcomes are linked to a growing population, employment, and 
income growth –  economic and social factors are tightly intertwined. When envi-
ronmental outcomes hold more weight, negative social outcomes related to forced 
lifestyle changes, loss of access to nature, and unhealthy living conditions are given 
more emphasis. Social factors also link to aspirations and hopes for the future. In 
the Pajala case, the positive economic outcomes offered the possibility for a brighter 
future for a community in decline.

However, despite the relatively successful economic developments at the local 
level, the mine still failed. Some of the discussions at the local level had raised the 
issue of the potential for bankruptcy and the uncertainty that would follow. But in 
our data, none of the bankruptcy discussions questioned or were critical of the mine 
in general. Given the demographic decline experienced by the municipality, this is 
not completely surprising as the local residents looked at any economic development 
as creating new opportunities for the municipality.

But the growing economy was at the mercy of volatile global commodity markets 
and international investors. Given that the population of Pajala was already rela-
tively small at about 6000, the rapid injection of mine related employment created a 
very fragile employment and economic environment for the municipality. This was 
exacerbated by iron ore prices that steadily decreased during the operation of the 
mine. In the fall of 2014, this vulnerability became painfully clear when Northland’s 
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bankruptcy was declared. The mining operation was shut down and hundreds of 
workers at the mine as well as in ore transport were terminated. Examining the rea-
sons for the Kaunisvaara mine’s failure is beyond the scope of this paper, but the 
bankruptcy is typically attributed to significantly overrun capital costs to develop the 
project, combined with the unfortunate timing of falling iron ore prices.

Since shutting down operations, an officially appointed ‘receiver’ (or trustee) has 
assumed control over the company and worked to secure the sale of Northland’s 
assets, as iron ore prices have remained low. Media reports have chronicled the com-
munity’s hope that a new owner would continue operations at the mine site, and 
conversely, their fear that the processing plant would be dismantled, the equipment 
shipped away, and the mine reduced to a hole in the ground. These fears were also 
emphasized in our interview with the local Chamber of Commerce, conducted in the 
spring of 2015. In the summer of 2015, a group of private Swedish investors acquired 
the processing plant and other mining equipment (but not the mine itself). This 
group reportedly intended to resume operations and had acquired the equipment to 
avoid it being sold off and scattered.31 Since then, the mine has remained closed, but 
the hope that a new operator will appear and revive the local economy persists.

So, while conditions for positive economic development in the municipality ap-
peared to be present, they rested on a knife’s edge and very little to none of the 
discussions about developing the mine revolved around its viability in a situation of 
decreasing global commodity prices. Perhaps more importantly, the development 
stage of the mine appeared to be without issue – at a time when planning on his-
torically high iron prices should have been called into question. If residents of the 
municipality had been more thoroughly informed not only about the potential eco-
nomic benefits of the mine, but also about some of the risks in the current economic 
climate, their attitudes towards the mine may have been different.

This raises interesting debates over whom, if anyone, should bear responsibility for 
bringing such issues to light? The degree of planning for a major development, such 
as a mine, requires multiple government ministries and agencies at different levels to 
approve, or at least be aware of, the proposed operations. Should one of these entities 
be responsible for ensuring companies propose more conservative business plans? 
Or, in cases of higher risk, should reporting and information dissemination become 
more robust?

6. Conclusion

Legitimacy requires that the population affected by decisions see merit in the pro-
cesses and outcomes. In this case, as expected with resource development, the posi-
tive, legitimizing attributes were heavily skewed towards economic outcomes and the 
negative, delegitimizing attributes fell on the environmental side. In debates on sus-
tainable development, this result is not surprising. However, where social outcomes 
fit into the equation becomes very interesting. While most communities welcome 
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economic growth, the social changes that accompany economic growth often receive 
mixed reception. Population growth is associated with better services and amenities, 
but also with increased crime and a deterioration of societal trust. However, when it 
comes to communities in desperate need of economic stimulus, the perspectives on 
social outcomes sit heavily on the positive side.

With respect to legitimacy and the link between expectations and reality, the legit-
imizing factors identified by the respondents matched the empirical reality closely. 
That the mine brought economic growth, local jobs, and benefitted small businesses, 
while it was operational, made a significant impact regarding the legitimacy it held in 
the community. Importantly, these economic outcomes do not hold sole responsibil-
ity for legitimizing the mine, because the approach the company used to engage the 
community also affected local perceptions and trust; we believe the circumstances 
facing the community prior to the mine opening pushed these factors to the fore.

However, a case of strong legitimacy does not ensure that outcomes endure. In the 
case of Pajala, it appears that economic benefits were not measured against economic 
risks. When considering the significant impact mine development creates for a small 
municipality, the legitimacy of or support for the mining project focuses strongly on 
local issues. On the one hand, this is understandable because municipal governments 
and municipal issues generally focus more on population growth and employment lev-
els, both of which fall within their purview. On the other hand, global economic trends 
can undermine relationships and trust at the local level, potentially eroding legitimacy.

Pajala is a cautionary tale. The project was perceived as legitimate by local residents, 
but still failed. Therefore, one could make the argument that different issues needed to 
come to the fore during the development and operation of the mine, and the goodwill 
earned by the company needed to be based on a broader set of merits. More generally, 
this speaks to the tenuous legitimacy resource development projects rest upon. While 
companies, communities, and governments may engage in projects with the best of 
intentions, factors completely outside of their control may put an end to the work.
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Appendix
Technical description of the shift-share method

The shift-share analysis presented in section 4 is based on data collected from Statis-
tics Sweden on local (municipality), regional (county) and national employment for 
the years 2009 to 2014. The data is organized in 16 different industries according to 
the SNI 2007 classification (see Figure 3 for an overview). Following Mitchell and 
Carlson,32 if Et designates national (or county) employment at time t, the employ-
ment growth rate is defined as:

 gnt = (Et–Et–1)/Et–1 (1)

The industry specific growth rate for industry i at the national (or county) level 
at time t is defined as:

 gint = (Et–Eit–1)/Eit–1  (2)
And the employment growth rate for industry i in region r (here designating the local 
growth rate) at time t is defined as:

 girt = (Eirt–Eirt–1)/Eirt–1  (3)
As described above, shift-share analysis decomposes the employment change for re-
gion r and industry i into three components: (a) national growth effect (NS), (b) 
industry mix (IM) and (c) the regional/local effect (RS). The shift-share framework 
can thus be expressed as:

 ΔEirt = (NSirt–IMirt–1)/RSirt  (4)
For each industry i in region r, the three components are defined as:
 NEirt = Eirt gnt (5a)

 IMirt = Eirt (gint–gnt) (5b)

 RSirt = Eirt (girt–gint) (5c)
The traditional shift-share analysis is comparative static in its approach. Typically, such 
an analysis compares the first and final years of a time period covering several years.33 
This comparative static approach has been widely used in regional economic analyses 
since the 1960s, but it is associated with a range of limitations. Barff and Knight pro-
vide a review of these limitations noting that the approach fails to account for contin-
uous changes in the industrial mix and in the size of total employment of the region 
over the study period. To overcome some of the limitations associated with the tradi-
tional specification, Barff and Knight proposed a dynamic approach where shift share 
components are computed annually and summarized over the study period, thereby 
accounting for temporal changes in industry structure as well as total regional employ-
ment. This dynamic approach was employed in section 4 of this paper.
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Abstract 

Gaining and maintaining legitimacy serves as one of the central goals for public officials 

for the sake of efficacy. Operating in a legitimacy deficit raises both political and economic costs 

as citizens lose trust in public institutions and processes hit delays and policy is ignored. For 

administrators tasked with resource extraction, strong incentives exist to improve the efficiency 

and effectiveness of their activities. In order to do this, understanding the citizens directly 

affected by resource development – their values and beliefs – aids in government accomplishing 

its goals with lower costs. The greater the congruence between government and citizens 

perspectives, the greater the legitimacy. 

Norrbotten and Västerbotten, Sweden and Saskatchewan, Canada serves as the two cases 

in this paper. Both jurisdictions have established mining operations and, in the international 

context, strong regulatory frameworks. Further, during the mineral price boom, both regions saw 

increased foreign investment and new mine applications. However, in Saskatchewan most of 

these projects moved forward with little public opposition, while the Norrbotten mines received 

high public scrutiny and open opposition leading to civil disobedience. Using survey data that 

focused on the perspective and values of residents living in close proximity to potential mining 

operations, we look at the connection between trust in government and the acceptability of 

mining. 
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Introduction 

Extracting mineral resources pushes communities into the dilemma of supporting or 

protesting mining, leading to contestation and challenging legitimacy (Beland Lindahl et al., 

2018; Hilson, 2002; Bebbington et al., 2008; Campbell and Roberts, 2010; Kemp et al., 2011). 

As a result, attention to these divergent attitudes towards mining continues to grow. However, 

the drivers behind the attitudes are complex and multi-dimensional, placing policy makers in the 

unenviable position of attempting to account for this complexity. When these attitudes reach of 

point of strong discontent, the potential for contestation and obstruction emerges – an 

undesirable outcome for actors interested in the revenue from resource extraction, including 

government. Thus, a strong impetus exists to identify the factors related to these attitudes. The 

aim of our paper is to investigate the key factors related to attitudes toward mining projects at 

the local level. 

 The complexity of resource development is due, in part, to the broad cast of actors that 

hold influence (McMahan & Remy, 2001). Land use decisions result in a permanence that 

requires consideration of a range of factors. Sustainability remains one of the prominent points of 

departure and contention within the mining industry (Bridge, 2004). Managing the continuity of 

the community brings different perspectives and ideas on balancing economic, environmental, 

and social interests; in the case of mining, negotiating these differences and finding acceptable 

tradeoffs is crucial due to the permanence of a project development. However, ensuring these 

tradeoffs are respected and come to fruition requires an entity with authority and, in most cases, 

this comes in the form of government. As the actor responsible for creating and enforcing the 

legislation and regulation that governs the mining industry, the citizen perception of government 

in its ability to fulfill this task is critical. It follows then that the degree to which these factors are 

recognized and accounted for in the development of the mine plays a significant role in the 

perception of the mine – an indicator of its legitimacy. 

Legitimacy plays a central role in the ability for authority to accomplish its goals without 

force (Buchanan, 2002; Beetham, 2013). While avoiding violence is desirable, and perhaps 

necessary, for democratic governments, dealing with public dissent is part of the task of 

governing. However, in order to minimize the instances and severity of dissenting acts, the 

government must operate in a manner that meets societal expectations; both in terms of the 

process of making decisions and the results these decisions yield. Congruence must exist 
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between the actions of government and the system of norms, values, and beliefs (Suchman, 

1995; Beetham 2013), and a failure to do so increases costs. In the case of mining development, 

a process largely under government purview, recognizing a combination of these norms, values 

and beliefs plays a significant role in the attitudes towards planned projects. Mitigating dissent in 

mining is critical for government not only to reduce the potential political cost of lost seats and 

difficulty passing and enforcing legislation, but to minimize economic costs that may come with 

delays to construction, additional deliberation, and litigation; creating multiple incentives for 

ensuring legitimacy. Because much of the recent academic work on mining that company and 

social license to operate indicate the importance of these activities (Prno, 2013; Koivurova et al., 

2016; Poelzer, 2015), this paper determines whether the perception of government is related to 

the acceptability of a mining project. 

We look at two established mining locales, Norrbotten, Sweden and Saskatchewan, 

Canada, to investigate the factors pertinent to the attitudes towards mining development. Using 

survey data from communities in close proximity to proposed mining projects, our analysis 

focuses on the relationship between sustainability, trust, and attitudes towards mine development 

– building upon the existing theory on legitimacy and providing practical insights into 

management of natural resources. 

 

Legitimacy, Sustainability and Trust 

Legitimacy is a central point of connection between government and citizens. When the 

actions of government are deemed insufficiently legitimacy by the general public, a response – 

ranging from peaceful to violent – follows. Staying in power remains a clear goal for any 

government and maintaining support for the regime is a fundamental part of legitimacy 

(Hanberger, 2003; Coicaud, 2002). In democracies, the measure for support is clear – elections, 

but exercising authority effectively requires a more nuanced look at legitimacy. Maintaining the 

existing system comes with costs inversely related to the legitimacy of the system; the more 

congruence between the values and expectations of the populace to the practices and product of 

government, the less cost for government in asserting its authority (North, 1981:53; Ostrom, 

2005; March & Olsen, 2004; Widegren, 1998). On the question of potential mining projects, the 

challenge for government goes beyond political. With financial consequences for delays from the 

planning stage to operation and production, government must account for both the political and 
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economic costs, making the quest for legitimacy ever more pertinent. Those in authority, 

therefore, achieve legitimacy by continually assessing and recognizing the values of the 

subordinate, both in planning and execution. 

 The dimensions of input and output legitimacy neatly fit into the development and 

operation of mining projects. Input legitimacy ties in closely with process and acknowledges the 

demands of citizens and develops mechanisms to address these same demands, output legitimacy 

conversely depends on the product of a decision or outcome (Sharpf, 1999). Earning and 

maintaining legitimacy as government requires constant attention to the interests of the public. 

From procedural matters, such as consultations during mining environmental impact 

assessments, to the effects and outcomes, such as mining rents and employment opportunities. 

However, contextual factors play a critical role in the perception of mine development and, 

output factors appear to dominate attitudes towards mining projects and, as a result, their 

legitimacy (Beland Lindahl et al., 2018; Poelzer & Ejdemo, 2018).  Therefore, our study puts 

output factors in focus to assess whether they serve as a strong predictor of attitudes. 

In the case of mining, sustainability serves as a focal point for these values and the source 

for divergent perspectives. Since mining brings to the fore trade-offs between environment 

protection, economy growth, and social equity, determining the acceptable costs of resource 

development continues to grow in importance. Few argue against the general concept of 

sustainable development, so the matter of sustainability it instead different understandings and 

paths towards it (Bruff and Wood, 2000; Biermann, 2013; Bulkeley et al., 2013). And much of 

the debate on sustainability shifted to strong and weak versions of the concept (Huang, 2018), 

where strong sustainability prioritizes the environmental protection and weak sustainability 

allows prefers economic development at the cost of the environment.  

Increased concern over the environmental performance of mining companies coupled 

with the acknowledgement that mining operations sometimes bears negative influence on the 

social-economic outcomes for nearby communities intensifies the level of scrutiny and the 

demand for new input into decision making processes (McMahon & Remy, 2001). Inherently, 

the development of a mining project requires consideration of multiple interests: economic, 

environmental, property rights, land rights, labour, local business and workforce, indigenous 

rights, etc. (Hall & McGinty, 1997). The value minerals bring as a source of economic growth 

presents an attractive option but comes with environmental and social change. These dilemmas 
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come hand-in-hand with the resource development generally and precipitates much of the 

accompanying contestation. However, it raises important questions regarding the trade-offs 

society is willing to make, placing priority on nature, environment and activities related to their 

conservation versus a priority on economic and business development. These competing 

definitions of sustainability result in competing visions of community development, producing 

the first hypothesis for the study: 

H1: Strong and weak sustainability is negatively related to the 

acceptability of mine development.  

But once these trade-offs are made, establishing decisions on preferred outcomes, they 

must also be fulfilled. Returning to the input-output dichotomy, a third dimension, throughput 

legitimacy, is argued to provide insight into the relational aspect of legitimacy – how the 

involved actors perceive one another. Although input legitimacy accounts for the democratic 

quality and ability to participate in the process, throughput legitimacy adds an interaction 

variable, connected to the quality of the relationships between actors (Schmidt, 2014; Doberstein 

& Millar, 2014). In the mining sector, government plays the central role as coordinator during 

the development process – approving both the concession permit and the environmental 

assessment. However, these decisions (or the rationale behind them) are neither reached or 

perceived as valueless and some interests receive greater attention than others in the battle of 

trade-offs to determine the outcome. While governments engage in consultation processes to 

reflect a more deliberative approach, we argue that the key to legitimacy in mine development is 

whether government can deliver on the promised outcomes. In order to make the connection 

between community development priorities and attitudes towards mining, we look at trust in 

government – a potential indicator of throughput legitimacy. 

Trust is similar to legitimacy in the benefits it grants authority. The perception of fairness 

that that comes with trust allows government to implement public policy with greater ease 

(Sandmo, 2005, Dresner et al., 2006, Kallbekken & Saelen, 2011). Citizens need to believe that 

their government will act according to the established principles of the related institutions for 

trust to result. But, the relationship between citizen and government is more complicated than 

whether government intends to operate in a fair manner, it must also be capable of being 

effective (Levi and Stoker, 2000). The concept of trust based on relationships and their 

outcomes.  
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Assessing the intent, quality, and competence of government all fall into an evaluation of 

trust (Cook et al., 2005; Levi, 1998; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005). Providing the services 

necessary to ensure the welfare for the population is central to the development of trust, 

government cannot be seen to serve itself. At a different level, similar expectations exist 

regarding the mining industry on the quality and competence of government. This includes 

bridging the extraction of minerals to employment, infrastructure, and services while also 

fulfilling commitments to environmental protection and acknowledging competing land uses and 

industries. As government is perceived to both possess the capacity and intent to follow through 

on these expectations, to more likely affected actions will comply with the law (Levi et al., 

2009). Since the outcomes of a mine development come only after planning and development, 

trust in authorities to ensure the outcomes are delivered, including holding others accountable, is 

key. The perception of a potential mine and trust produce the second hypothesis: 

H2: Trust in government is positively related to the acceptability of a 

mine.  

 

Cases 

Within the natural resource sector, the mining industry experienced a resurgence in the 

2000s that led to rapid growth and expansion. As a result, many communities now found 

themselves in a position to consider the impact of new or expanded mining operations on their 

society, a proposition which calls into question their values towards community development. 

Long-standing expectations around corporate social responsibility in concert with the ascent of 

social license to operate as oft-used concept in the industry pushed the perception of residents to 

the fore. In particular, greater attention went into appeasing residents in close proximity to the 

mine as they bore the strongest impacts from the mine (Suopajärvi et al., 2017). And while some 

argue that adherence to government legislation no longer sufficed in the mining industry and that 

public acceptance took on new meaning (Prno, 2013), we are interested in whether the 

perception of government still gives an indication on attitudes.  

Sweden has a long-standing history of mining and metal refining, stretching back more 

than a thousand years. Today, Sweden is by far the largest iron ore producer in the EU and is 

also among the foremost producers of base and precious metals. In the case of Sweden, both 

established, domestic mining companies and new, foreign companies forged ahead with plans for 
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expanded operations and new mines. Engaging in new mine development processes revealed 

polarized perspectives in the case of Jokkmokk and Storuman (Beland Lindahl et al., 2018). 

While other project, such as Pajala, saw positive responses; due in part to the economic context 

but also the approach companies took to engage the local communities (Poelzer, 2015). 

The majority of Swedish mines, as well as current exploration activities, are located in 

Norrbotten and Västerbotten. Although sparsely populated, proposals for opening new mines in 

these municipalities still have to negotiate conflicts with alternative uses of land such as tourism, 

recreation and claims of sustained nature conservation. Furthermore, mining establishment in the 

Swedish north is severely complicated by ethical, ethno-political and constitutional difficulties, 

as resource extraction collides with the land-use interests of the indigenous Sámi population. For 

example, in all three municipalities, the proposed new mines infringe on reindeer herding 

pastures and grazing areas, thus interfering with the legally protected practice of reindeer 

husbandry (Lawrence & Åhrén, 2016). 

The Northern Administration District of Saskatchewan (NAD), which consists of 

approximately the northern half of the central Canadian Province, accounts for all of Canada’s 

and about 17 per cent of the world’s uranium production.  This makes Northern Saskatchewan 

the second largest uranium producing region in the world. The two large uranium companies 

operating in the NAD are Cameco and Areva, which employ 50 per cent local and Indigenous 

peoples in their workforce.  During the mining expansion years, the proposed new projects saw 

very little resistance from the local communities. The NAD has a population of just under 40,000 

individuals and shares northern climates, political marginalization, large Aboriginal populations, 

a substantial dependence on resource economies, and Arctic and sub-Arctic landscapes.  

Meanwhile, Prince Albert (PA) is the most populated city (approximately 41,000 people) and 

closest goods and service center to Northern Saskatchewan. While PA itself is not located close 

to a mine, the city is home to many value-added services to resource development companies in 

the NAD. As well, many individuals from the NAD visit PA regularly for goods and services; 

and countless individuals from the NAD have moved to PA for employment. Thus, PA is 

intimately tied to the regional development and cultural fabric of Northern Saskatchewan.   
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Methodology 

In Sweden, the data was collected through a mail-out survey to a representative sample of 

about 5,300 persons between the ages of 18-75, living in the three municipalities of Jokkmokk, 

Kiruna and Storuman all located in northern Sweden with new mining developments. The 

sample was provided by Statens personadressregister (SPAR), which is a daily updated public 

register of all persons who are registered as resident in Sweden upheld by the Swedish Tax 

Agency with data from the Swedish Population Register. The overall response rate was 32 per 

cent, which is reasonable for a mail-out survey of this magnitude. However, the sample is not 

perfectly representative of the population as it is somewhat older and more highly-educated than 

the average of the municipalities. We controlled for these variables and other demographic 

factors in the regressions. 

In Canada, the survey instrument was translated into English and adapted to the Canadian 

context by the research team. The survey received ethics approval from the University of 

Saskatchewan Research Ethics Board and the University of Saskatchewan’s Social Sciences 

Research Laboratories (SSRL) conducted the survey on behalf of the research team. Using 

WinCATI software, telephone surveys were administered from December 1, 2015 to December 

14, 2015. The survey resulted in 755 completed interviews among randomly-selected residents 

18 years of age or older, half of which are from the Northern Administration District and the 

other half from Prince Albert. We received a response rate of 25 per cent for the survey and the 

results are generalizable to the population of two locations ± 5.0 per cent at the 95 percent 

confidence interval (19 times out of 20).  

 

Findings 

The overall demographics of respondents in our dataset are displayed in Tables 1 and 2, 

separating Northern Saskatchewan, and Norbotten and Västerbotten Counties.  
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Table 1 – Demographics of Northern Saskatchewan respondents     

Sex Indigenous status Level of Education Age 

Male 52% 

Indigenous (First 

Nations, Metis, 

and Sami) 

40% 
Primary 

education 
5% Median 55 

Female 48% Non-Indigenous 60% 
Secondary 

education 
34%    

     
Postsecondary 

education or 

above 

61%    

 

For the sample in Northern Saskatchewan, we found that 52 per cent were male and 48 per cent 

female. 40 per cent of respondents identified themselves as Indigenous, which includes the First 

Nations and Métis peoples in Saskatchewan. When asked about the respondent’s highest level of 

education, 5 per cent attained primary education, 34 per cent attained secondary education, and 

61 per cent attained postsecondary education or above. Finally, the median age of respondents is 

55.  

 

Table 2 – Demographics of Norrbotten and Västerbotten respondents   

Sex Indigenous status Level of Education Age 

Male 52% 

Indigenous 

(First Nations, 

Metis, and 

Sami) 

23% Primary education 11% Median 55 

Female 48% 
Non-

Indigenous 
78% Secondary education 44%    

     
Postsecondary 

education or above 
44%    

 

For respondents in Norbotten and Västerbotten Counties, 52 per cent were male and 48 per cent 

were female, and 23 per cent identified themselves as Sami. When asked about respondents’ 
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level of education, we found that 11 per cent of respondents attained primary education, 44 per 

cent attained secondary education, and 44 per cent attained postsecondary education or above. 

The median age within our sample in Norbotten and Västerbotten Counties is 55 years of age. In 

accordance with the literature, we theorize that these demographic variables should play a role in 

influencing respondents’ acceptance towards mining development.  

Next, previous studies have also suggested that one’s general level of trust could be a 

predictor (Jagers et al., 2017). Confidence in government’s decision-making could impact their 

attitudes towards mining. Within our survey, we asked respondents to self-report their level of 

confidence within their provincial/municipal and federal/national government. These are used to 

measure one’s trust and confidence in their government. Table 3 presents the summary statistics 

for those variables, along with our main dependent variable.  

 

Table 3 – Summary statistics      

  
Northern Saskatchewan 

Norrboten and 

Västerbotten 

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Trust in your provincial/municipal 

government 
3.14 1.08 2.89 1.04 

Trust in your federal/national government 2.97 1.01 3.09 1.04 

Interpersonal Trust 6.9 2.38 7.12 2.29 

How acceptable is a potential mining 

development in your community? 
4.89 1.92 4.13 2.28 

Questions related to confidence were asked on a five-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 = very 

low confidence to 5 = very high confidence; question regarding trust was asked on an eleven-point Likert 

Scale, ranging from 0 to 10, where 0 = you do not trust people to 10 = you trust people; question on how 

acceptable is a potential mining development in your community was asked on a seven-point Likert Scale, 

ranging from 1 to 7, where 1 = not at all acceptable to 7 = very acceptable. 

 

In turn, it was found that respondents from Northern Saskatchewan had moderate confidence in 

their provincial government (M = 3.14, SD = 1.08), while respondents were from Norrbotten and 

Västerbotten Counties exhibited slightly less confidence in their municipal government (M = 

2.89, SD = 1.04). With regards to their confidence in the federal government, respondents from 
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Northern Saskatchewan reported a slightly lower level of confidence when compared to their 

level of confidence in their provincial government (M = 2.97, SD = 1.01). On the other hand, 

respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties were found to be slightly more 

confident in national government than municipal government (M = 3.09, SD = 1.04). When 

asked about their general level of trust, both sets of respondents appear to display a moderately 

high level of trust with respondents from Northern Saskatchewan rating 6.90 of 10, and 

respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties rating 7.12 of 10. Lastly, Table 3 found 

that respondents from Northern Saskatchewan reported a higher level of acceptance to a potential 

mining development in their community (M = 4.89, SD = 1.92) when compared to respondents 

from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties (M = 4.13, SD = 2.28).  

Following, we theorize that respondents’ priorities towards the future development of 

their community to ensure social sustainability would impact the extent to which they would 

accept further mining development in their community (Suopajärvi et al., 2016). In this survey, 

respondents were asked a set of questions which gauged their opinions about the importance of 

different areas as it relates to the future development of their community. Table 4 outlines the 

findings from that set of questions.  

 

Table 4: Summary statistics of future community development priorities  

  
Northern Saskatchewan 

Norrboten and 

Västerbotten 

Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Sustainable use of nature 6.18 1.22 6.14 1.19 

Business development in harmony with 

the environment 
5.94 1.32 6.08 1.22 

Sustainable hunting, fishing, trapping 5.87 1.51 6.34 1.03 

Conservation of Aboriginal culture 5.45 1.72 4.62 2.01 

Population growth 5.26 1.62 5.95 1.38 

More employment and economic growth 6.2 1.23 6.14 1.25 

Thriving and diverse business 

environment 
5.57 1.46 6.07 1.16 

The importance of future development were asked on a seven-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 7, 

where 1 = not at all important to 7 = very important.  
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As presented in Table 4, respondents from Northern Saskatchewan perceived more employment 

and economic growth, and the sustainable use of nature to be the most important future 

community development priorities. Meanwhile, respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten 

Counties perceived sustainable hunting, fishing, and trapping, sustainable use of nature, and 

more employment and economic growth as the most important. Following, Norrbotten and 

Västerbotten Counties respondents indicated that business development in harmony with the 

environment, and a thriving and diverse business environment were the next most important 

future community development priorities, while Northern Saskatchewan respondents reported 

that business development in harmony with the environment and sustainable hunting, fishing, 

and trapping were the next most important priorities. When asked about population growth, 

respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties indicated a higher level of importance in 

future community development priority than respondents from Northern Saskatchewan. 

Meanwhile, respondents from Northern Saskatchewan were more likely to perceive a higher 

level of importance on the conservation of Aboriginal culture as a future community 

development priority in comparison to respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties.  

We further hypothesize that the survey questions in Table 4 would impact respondents’ 

acceptance of a mining development in their community. A principal factor analysis with oblique 

rotation was conducted on the seven items related to their opinions on the importance of the 

different facets of development within their community. An analysis of the Kaiser-Meyer Okin 

measure of sampling adequacy indicated that the sample was suitable (0.760). Table 5 presents 

the results of the factor analysis.  
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Table 5 – Factor analysis on importance of community development scale 

 

Factor 1 

Sustainable 

Development 

 

Factor 2 

Increased 

Business and 

Growth 

Sustainable use of nature .805  

Business development in harmony with the 

environment 
.742 

 

Sustainable hunting, fishing, trapping .551  

Conservation of Aboriginal culture .540  

Population growth  .778 

More employment and economic growth  .724 

Thriving and diverse business environment  .610 

 Eigenvalues                                                                                2.78 1.63 

% of variance                                                                           63.04%  

 

As a result, two factors were generated. The first factor encompasses four items related to the 

extent to which respondents found sustainable use of nature; business development in harmony 

with the environment; sustainable hunting, fishing, and trapping; and conservation of Aboriginal 

culture to be important as it relates to the future development of their community. This factor 

will be called “Sustainable Development”. The second factor consists of three items related to 

the extent to which respondents found population growth; more employment and economic 

growth; and a thriving and diverse business environment as important to the future development 

of their community. This factor will be called “Increased Business and Growth”. To achieve 

greater parsimony and in accordance with the strong correlation between the items, unweighted 

item scores from the factor analysis were summated to generate an index. 

All predictors were entered into regression models and four models were created to 

further understand their effect on the dependent variable. More specifically, Models A and B 

present the results for respondents from Northern Saskatchewan; Model A presents the effects of 

the demographic variables only and Model B presents the model with the predictor variables 

inserted in addition to the demographic variables. Models C and D follow the same approach for 

respondents from Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties. By illuminating on the effects of the 

predictor variables for respondents in each location, we are able to better compare and contrast 
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the effect of the predictor variables for the respondents in those groups. In turn, Table 6 presents 

the results of the regression models. 

 

Table 6 – OLS Regression  

 
Northern Saskatchewan 

Norrboten and 

Västerbotten Counties 

  Model A Model B Model C Model D 

Female 
 -0.726***  -0.713*** -0.534***   -0.320*** 

 0.138  0.135  0.109  0.085 

Age 
 -0.001  -0.001  -0.005  -0.008** 

 0.005  0.005  0.004  0.003 

Level of education 
 -0.126 -0.018  -0.601***  -0.380*** 

 0.122  0.123  0.083  0.066 

Indigenous identity 
 -1.13***  -0.693***  -1.46***  -0.247 

 0.157  0.162  0.148  0.118 

Trust 
   0.108***    0.032 

   0.030    0.020 

Confidence in your 

Provincial/Municipal 

Government 

   0.306***    0.756*** 

   0.069    0.047 

Confidence in your 

Federal/National 

Government 

   0.013    0.045 

   0.069    0.044 

Sustainable 

Development Index 

   -0.260***    -0.842*** 

   0.071    0.045 

Increased Business 

and Growth Index 

   0.353***    0.669*** 

   0.068    0.044 

Constant  6.781***  4.10*** 6.78***  4.22***  

R2 (adj.) 0.115*** 0.233***  0.105***  0.501*** 

n 695 613  1581  1482 

*** p< .001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05   
 

 As underscored in Table 6, Model A found that, when only demographic predictors for 

respondents in Northern Saskatchewan were taken into account, females and Indigenous 

individuals were found to be significantly less likely to accept a potential mining development in 

their community, while the variables of age and level of education were not significant predictors 
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of respondents’ attitudes. The overall model was statistically significant at the 0.001 level and 

the adjusted R2 was 0.115, which indicates a relatively weak model.  

 When predictor variables were added to the model, it was found that those who were 

more likely to report a higher general level of trust, have confidence in their Provincial 

government, have a lower score on the Sustainable Development index, have a higher score on 

the Increased Business and Growth index, be male, and non-Indigenous were significantly more 

likely to accept a mining development in their community. However, one’s age, level of 

education, and confidence in the Federal Government were not significant predictors. The overall 

model was statistically significant at the 0.001 level and the adjusted R2 was 0.233, which 

demonstrates an improvement from the demographic variables-only model, although the model’s 

explanatory effect is limited.  

 Model C presents the results of the demographic variables-only regression for 

respondents in Norrbotten and Västerbotten Counties, and it revealed that respondents who were 

female, Indigenous, and attained a higher level of education were also less likely to accept a 

potential mining development in their community. The overall model was statistically significant 

at the 0.001 level and the adjusted R2 was 0.105. Thus, the predictive effect of the demographic 

variables-only model is comparable between sites.  

 Model D adds the predictor variables to the model and, in turn, we found that those who 

were more likely to have confidence in their Municipal government, have a lower score on the 

Sustainable Development index, have a higher score on the Increased Business and Growth 

index, be male, and attain a lower level of education were significantly more likely to accept a 

mining development in their community. Interestingly, while age was not a significant predictor 

in Model C, it was found to also be a significant predictor at the 0.01 level in Model D. 

Meanwhile, one’s confidence in the National Government, general level of trust, and Indigenous 

identity were not found to be significant predictors for respondents in Norrbotten and 

Västerbotten Counties. Overall, Model D was statistically significant at the 0.001 level and the 

adjusted R2 was 0.501, which represents a noticeable improvement over the demographic 

variables-only model.   
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Discussion 

 The importance of understanding the factors that drive attitudes cannot be understated. 

For government, working in line with the attitudes of the public makes governing much easier. In 

this paper we aimed to elucidate values of community development (Bruff and Wood, 2000; 

Biermann, 2013; Bulkeley et al., 2013) and perceived trust in government (Cook et al., 2005; 

Levi, 1988, 1997; Rothstein, 2005) in relation to attitudes towards future projects.  

One of the clearest, and expected, findings within our data is the strong division between 

individuals more oriented to sustainable development and those who prioritize economic growth. 

This supports the first hypothesis. In both Saskatchewan and northern Sweden, each of these 

factors aligned closely but, more importantly, those in favour of sustainable development held 

negatives attitudes towards the mine while the opposite held true for those in favour of economic 

growth. In Sweden particularly, this model proved particularly strong. Therefore, our assumption 

that outcomes and output legitimacy weigh heavily in attitudes is validated.  

 The findings on trust in government produced interesting results, displaying a key role in 

attitudes towards the mine. Positive attitudes towards the mine from the community development 

factor mirrored the positive attitudes for those that held trust in local government. This supports 

the second hypothesis. However, the reasons for this relationship could be multifaceted. Local 

governments often promote the benefits of resource development as positive economic 

opportunities which means that alignment of community development values is occurring. At the 

same time, because many of the jobs at the mine, business opportunities, and rents are 

prospective during the planning process, individuals look to an actor to deliver these promises. If 

local government is promoting these benefits, citizens may also expect local government to help 

ensure they come to fruition. This relationship is key to understanding the positive attitude 

towards the mine. It may follow that when it comes to resource development, government is 

viewed as a guarantor. 

Many of the demographic variables played out as expected. Females and highly educated 

were generally less supportive of the mine and those who identified as indigenous were more 

likely to hold a negative attitude toward the mine. Because many of the employment 

opportunities at the mine go to males with lower levels of education, it follows that their 

demographic held the most positive attitude. 
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To conclude, the expected findings on sustainability versus business reflect the effect of high 

versus low contestation. When high contestation settings emerge, polarization follows. More 

interesting, however, is the role government plays in outcomes. Those that trust government in 

its responsibility over approving the economic viability of the mine, approve a new mine. This 

provides new insight into the throughput, and output relationship. In the case of mining, output 

legitimacy is deemed most important but for those that favour the mine, throughput legitimacy is 

connected. The mining sector often sees government highlight the importance of consultations to 

provide input. However, understanding the community development values of the community, 

and playing to these values, may prove more useful for effective governance. These conclusions 

suggest the relationship between throughput and output legitimacy is central to understanding the 

support for resource projects. Expanding research on this relationship into other policy areas may 

give insight into the effectiveness of government. 
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Abstract 

Legitimacy is typically given to an authority by a subject. In most cases, the state. However, 

different governance structures alter the role of the state and the support of some policy decisions 

rests on the actions of others. In mine development. government sits in an interesting position. As 

the permitting authority, government holds the responsibility for determining the paths companies 

must travel to open and operate a mine. At the same time, mining companies engage in 

extra-legislative activities to build public support and move the process forward. Therefore, the 

state may no longer view all aspects of the process as legitimate. This study uses input and 

throughput legitimacy to assess the state perspective. 

 Conducting interviews with state officials in two jurisdictions, Saskatchewan, Canada and 

Norrbotten, Sweden, this study investigates whether legitimacy issues exist from the perspective 

of the authority. Focusing on participation, influence, transparency, accountability, and 

responsiveness, the study determines first if shared conceptions of these factors exists amongst 

officials and then whether they viewed the process operating in a manner that matches these 

shared conceptions. The most significant differences in views occurred in Norrbotten where the 

results on throughput legitimacy pointed to legitimacy issues with the process. These issues 

focused on the design and structure of the process, specifically the role of different government 

agencies. 

 

 

 

 

 



A View from the Top 

2 
 

Introduction 

While debate persists on how to manage resources in general, most countries that possess 

resources continue to bring them to market. For such jurisdictions, the question for policy makers 

center on not whether resource exploitation ought to continue but how. Part of this work includes 

creating a regulatory framework that allows resource development to continue in a manner that 

fits the expectations of the population – broadly and locally. One resource industry, mining, 

continues to plague governments as a policy issue that creates raises a number questions 

regarding legitimacy.  

Legitimacy requires a fit between norms, expectations, rules, actions and outcomes (Beetham, 

2013). the wide range of competing interests involved in resource development projects leads to 

challenges to legitimacy at various levels. If governments fail to create conditions that lead to 

institutions, organizations, and policy that approximate societal norms and expectations, 

legitimacy deficits emerge (Suchman, 1995). Mining, and resource exploitation more generally, 

cultivates support and discontent from a wide range of interests which leads to different 

expectations. Accounting for the range of interests makes policy decisions difficult.  

Further, as different governance structures emerge, the position and influence of the state in 

the policy process changes (Peters and Pierre, 2008). Market and societal actors now take more 

active, even authoritative, roles in policy decisions which leads to different expectations for both 

the affected actors and the government. In the case of mining, the concept of social license to 

operate (SLO) demonstrates the potential for these changes. Mining companies seek approval 

from communities close to the mine, engaging in activities beyond the requirements of regulation 

and legislation. The effect is an additional layer to the legitimacy of the process. SLO opens the 

perception of the policy process to the combination of state and market activity, rather than just 

the state. The state now sits in an interesting position.  

On one hand they possess a significant amount of control over the designing the process, the 

inclusion of different participatory and evaluation mechanisms, legal approval of the mining 

operation itself, and handling the outcomes of the mine. On the other hand, contextual issues and 

the approaches utilized by mining companies may differ significantly and place stress on different 

aspects of the development process. Legitimacy is affected by both the formal and informal 

factors and government must answer for both. The aim of this study is to understand how the state 

perceives a policy process also shaped by non-state actors. To undertake this aim, the paper looks 
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at the relationship between input legitimacy and throughput legitimacy, carried out in three steps.  

First, in order to also recognizing the proliferation of participants with influence, I build upon 

the established work on input legitimacy. In this school of thought, increasing the diversity of 

input serves as one method to improve the legitimacy of a political decision-making process 

(Scharpf, 1999). Determining who should participate and to what extent serves as the first portion 

of the analysis on the legitimacy of the mine development process and produces the first research 

question: How is participation understood from the perspective of the state? The connection 

between participation and legitimacy, however, potentially fails to account for the more nuanced 

qualities of participation (Doberstein and Millar, 2014).  

Second, to investigate this issue, I turn to throughput legitimacy; opening the “black box” of 

governance and investigate the relationships and interactions between actors (Schmidt, 2013). If 

breakdown in communication occurs, trust erodes and the validity of the entire process is called 

into question – no matter how inclusive the process appears. The impact of how interaction 

affects legitimacy serves as another goal in this study, producing the second research question: 

How does transparency, accountability and responsiveness affect the perception of the process?  

The effect quality of interaction holds on participation in the policy process, the relationship 

between input and throughput legitimacy, is explored in mine development processes in both 

Sweden and Canada. Focusing on the regional level, Norrbotten in Sweden and Saskatchewan in 

Canada, both processes include two distinct parts with granting the concession and approving the 

environmental impact assessment, but the state ministries and agencies involved differ. Further, 

both jurisdictions need to account for local, and indigenous, interests – maintaining a degree of 

consultation throughout the process. Therefore, third, I apply a comparative component. Given 

the different contexts and institutional frameworks, comparing the state perspectives on who 

participates and how gives insight into the goals common to governments and the aspects that 

differ. Looking into the effect different institutions hold on legitimacy serves as another goal of 

this study, producing the third research question: How does institutional context affect 

government officials’ perception of legitimacy?  

In the following section, I go into greater detail on the theoretical underpinnings of 

legitimacy used for in this study, including shaping a definition. Then, I provide some 

background on the two case jurisdictions and their mining industries. Next, I explain my 

methodology, including the selection of the interview subjects. Then, I go over the findings of the 
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study and compare the answers given during the interviews. Finally, I discuss the findings of the 

study and their implications for legitimacy. 

 

Theory - Legitimacy in Mine Development 

Expectations versus Reality 

In order for societies, organizations, and processes to function, rules are required and people 

must adhere to these rules. When legitimate, the rules reflect the values and interests of that 

society (Beetham, 1991). This creates a situation within which the rule makers must stay in-tune 

with the desires of their constituents and a failure to do so will not go unnoticed. The 

consequences can range from catastrophic; civil unrest and revolt, to benign; peaceful protest and 

lost seats in parliament – but both hold political cost. Therefore, the link between the perception 

of actions that fit the socially constructed systems of norms, beliefs, and expectations is central to 

legitimacy (Suchman, 1995:574). 

Many of the traditional approaches to legitimacy that focus on the relative representativeness 

of political institutions and the competition of elections (Dahl, 1971) but, given that the 

responsibility of decision-making no longer falls neatly on the shoulders of government, trust 

erodes (Hanberger, 2003). Thus, the policies and their creation receive greater scrutiny. This 

creates an interesting dynamic theoretically. In the mining industry, governments still hold 

responsibility for developing the rules of engagement but can only prescribe who participates and 

in what manner.  

Legitimacy, therefore, not only plays an important role in the ability for the authority to 

retain power, but also for bureaucrats to effectively govern. As legitimacy problems emerge for 

those in power, they bear a political cost that may hold repercussions for future policy (Wallner, 

2009; Bäckstrand, 2006). Additionally, economic and social costs often accompany legitimacy 

deficits. In systems that produce a sense of fairness, the costs of enforcing rules and protecting 

property rights reduce (North, 1981:53; see also Ostrom, 2005; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005; 

March & Olsen, 2004; Widegren, 1998). These considerations matter significantly when 

developing system robust enough to incorporate a wide range of input. Governments unable or 

unwilling to accommodate these expectations often lose legitimacy as a result. Further, due to the 

multi-faceted nature of mine development, a variety of activities take place outside the purview 

or control of the state – the relationships between companies and local communities a key 
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example.  

Mining companies now take a more active role in fostering support and public approval for 

projects. During the Chinese production boom, scrutiny of the mining industry grew 

commensurately with the rise in commodity prices (Humphreys, 2015). As exploration expanded 

and new proposed projects took shape, debate emerged as to whether legislation alone remained 

sufficient (Prno, 2013). To ensure that the project received acceptance amongst members of the 

local community, building relationships became paramount. In effect, many of the activities 

undertaken by mining companies affect the perception not only of the project, but the mining 

industry and its related processes.  

Private agreements between companies, indigenous communities, and landowners impact 

over the future of mining communities – all struck within an overarching legal framework but 

additional input nonetheless. Further, infrastructure development, local services and amenities, 

and housing often requires coordination between local purveyors, the mining company, and the 

municipality. Thus, the lines of responsibility regarding policy – from citizen to legislature – are 

not obvious. Government must navigate arrangements on property rights, land rights, labour, 

local business, and indigenous rights (Hall and McGinty, 1997). Taken together, the additional 

interaction produces greater scrutiny, towards the industry and the rules and regulations that 

govern it (McMahon and Remy, 2001). As a result, the pressure on governments grows to account 

for different governance structures and foster a legitimate environment. 

The effect of governance on politics and policy continues to hold a strong influence over the 

study of decision-making and authority in society today. In its most basic definition, new 

governance structures changed role for the state (Rhodes, 1996; Stoker, 1998); and, due to this 

new role, other actors move into openings of positions of authority in the policy development and 

implementation processes (Bryson, 2004). For policy areas with long-term socio-economic and 

environmental effects, such as extractive industries, the importance of understanding how these 

new relationships work becomes paramount. In many cases, market and societal actors now hold 

influence on policy, shifting the vertical interaction between state, market, and society towards a 

horizontal one (Peters et al., 2005; Bodansky, 1999). Therefore, the state no longer enjoys a 

monopoly on influencing the outcomes but may often bear the brunt of the criticism when 

processes or outcomes go awry.  

Because legitimacy remains one of the central goals for policy makers, to achieve strong 
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levels of support, acceptance and/or compliance (Beetham, 2013:29), the question emerges as to 

whether bureaucrats still perceive the process as under their control. Put another way, whether 

their views on how the process ought to work matches their view on how the process is working, 

their expectations versus the reality they perceive. Congruence between them results in 

legitimacy. 

 

Figure 1 – Overlap between expectations and reality results in legitimacy 

 

To operationalize this framework for legitimacy in the policy process of mine development, 

this article looks at input and throughput legitimacy. 

 

The Legitimacy of a Process – Input and Throughput 

To understand the legitimacy of policy created by the European Union, a distintion between 

two dimensions of legitimacy, input and output, developed theoretically (Scharpf, 1999). On one 

hand, input legitimacy refers to the mechanisms for public participation in political institutions 

while, on the other, output legitimacy refers to the level of public support for the results that these 

same institutions produce. Input legitimacy ties in closely to process, acknowledging the demands 

of citizens and developing mechanisms to receive these same demands, output legitimacy 

conversely depends on the, policy created, decision made, or outcomes produced. The strength of 

output legitimacy, therefore, rests on an evaluation of the product – approval from the intended 

audience. The two dimensions hold an offsetting function. If the process of developing new 

policy is viewed favourably, the outcome will more likely garner support even if do not produce 

outcomes enjoyed by everyone. Conversely, outcomes that generate significant benefits may help 

people forget poor policy making. However, as this paper focuses on the mine permitting process, 

input legitimacy serves as one component of the framework. 
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If those living in the affected communities or working in associated sectors gain more 

opportunities for input throughout the process, not only does the potential for better outcomes 

exist (Kooiman, 1993) but, more importantly, so too does the potential for greater legitimacy. 

Unsurprisingly, governments become more receptive to public opinion when looking at change 

within a specific policy. This may include setting policy in a way that appeals to the affected 

actors (Wallner 2008; Baumgartner & Jones, 1993). Input legitimacy effectively accounts for who 

participates and to what degree they participate in policy decisions. Thus, the two key factors 

related to input legitimacy used in this study are: who participates and holds influence.  

But with the effect of corporate activity on legitimacy and public support in the mining sector, 

the relationships between actors are also important to consider. Input legitimacy rests on the 

assumption that the decision-making process effectively accounts for all the interests of all 

participants, but because of the emphasis on relationships, the type of interaction taking place 

result in asymmetries of power that give some interests more attention than others. Therefore, the 

quality of the interaction requires analysis. 

Understanding the quality of the participation addresses falls firmly within the scope of 

throughput legitimacy. Introduced to account for shortcoming of existing theory, the concept 

aimed to expand understanding of decision-making within the EU (Schmidt, 2013). Input 

legitimacy only accounts for degree of participation while output only considers the policy 

outcomes. But this input-output conception of legitimacy misses out on the inner workings of 

policy decision-making which, given different governance models, weighs heavily on the 

legitimacy of political decision making. 

Arguments for throughput legitimacy state that it serves as a necessary component to 

legitimacy – its failure cannot be overcome by strong input and output legitimacy (Schmidt, 2013; 

Doberstein & Millar, 2014). While efforts to analyze and assess policy processes themselves 

already exist (Howlett, 2000; Greenwood, 2007), placing emphasis on the expectations of process 

with regards to legitimacy remains a relatively novel exercise. If the participation of non-state 

actors increases then legitimacy is derived from the quality of stakeholder engagement (Wallner, 

2008; McLaverty and Halpin, 2008; Black, 2008). Ensuring that those affected by the outcome of 

the policy process participate and deliberate upon it prior to the decision being made increase the 

legitimacy of the policy (Dryzek, 2001:651). Legitimacy requires engagement throughout the 

problem-definition and decision-making stages (Matti, 2009). Throughput legitimacy offers the 
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possibility to determine whether a legitimacy deficit exists due to the design process. 

Previous studies on throughput legitimacy focus on concepts such as efficacy, accountability, 

transparency, openness and inclusiveness, and constructive interaction (Schmidt, 2013) or 

structural features (network design), deliberative ethic, and transparency (Doberstein & Millar, 

2014). I borrow and simplify some of these concepts while adjusting other to relate to the mining 

policy process. Thus, for throughput legitimacy, the factors utilized in this study are: transparency, 

accountability, and responsiveness. Importantly, more of each factor does not necessarily equate 

to greater legitimacy – rather the importance for this paper is whether common conceptions of 

transparency, accountability, and responsiveness exist amongst public officials. 

Transparency ranges in definition, from broad explanations on providing information to 

relevant institutions (Florini, 2007) to more specific descriptions that differentiate between the 

substance of decisions and information on actions (Mansbridge, 2009). Most definitions 

understand transparency as access to information. The intent is to reduce power inequality by 

ensuring everyone involved or affected accesses the same information. As stated above, more 

transparency is not always desirable. In the case of mining, transparency may also reduce the 

speed of the process, divulge sensitive information, or simply become overbearing. The definition 

of transparency used in this paper is: The degree of access to information as a mean to ensure 

everyone has access to the same information. 

Accountability traditionally refers to the relationship between elected officials and the public, 

defined as, “…a liability to reveal, to explain, and to justify what one does (Normanton, 1966).” 

It builds upon transparency with the requirement to explain and justify the information received. 

And, as governance structures shift responsibility, the mechanisms for accountability can be 

separated upwards, horizontal and downwards (Scott, 2000:42). An obligation to accept 

responsibility for one’s actions and/or explain those actions, particularly if they have not adhered 

to the rules, places those affected in a better place to judge. However, accountability potentially 

slows the process, creates additional work, or may force personnel change. The definition of 

accountability used in this paper is: The obligation or willingness to explain one’s actions. 

Responsiveness is the ability to listen to affected actors to gain political support (Taghizadeh, 

2016). The connection between responsiveness and accountability is also key as actors taking 

greater accountability also exhibit more responsiveness (Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2006). 

Therefore, the ability for affected actors to hold influence in the process is linked to 
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responsiveness. And while this may add costs the process and create additional work, not being 

responsive may create even larger problems as actors feel disconnected and legitimacy issues 

arise. The definition of responsiveness used in this paper is: The ability to listen to, account for, 

and act upon the interests of others.  

Looking at input legitimacy and throughput legitimacy together provides an effective range 

of variable with which to assess the perspective of the state on the mine development process. It 

accounts for inclusion, influence, responsiveness, accountability, and transparency (Steffek, 2009; 

Beetham, 2013; Buchanan and Keohane, 2006), characteristics important for legitimate policy 

processes in different governance arrangements. 

 

Mining in Norrbotten, Sweden and Saskatchewan, Canada 

Background 

With a history that spans centuries and strong state involvement over recent decades, it comes as 

no surprise that Sweden currently sits as the European Union (EU) leader in iron ore production 

and a major producer of copper, zinc, lead, gold, and silver.  Throughout most of the twentieth 

century, however, the Swedish Government restricted mining operations to domestic companies – 

the most prominent a state-owned company, Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara Aktiebolag (LKAB). At 

the same time a private company, Boliden, also established itself as a prominent force in the 

Swedish mining industry. However, the introduction of new mining legislation in 1991 marked 

the end of restricting foreign investment in Sweden’s mining industry (Sveriges geologiska 

undersökning, 2007). But new investment requires more than new legislation. Unsurprisingly, 

global mineral prices needed to reach a certain level before interest waxed. In the late 2000s, a 

surge in commodity prices resulted in a mining boom as the price of iron futures reached over 

$180. As a result, the expenditure on exploration in Sweden grew from just under 300 million 

SEK (37.7 million USD) in 2005 to a high of just under 800 million SEK (113.1 million USD) in 

2011 (SGU, 2013). It, thus, comes as little surprise that with the additional attention paid to the 

mineral sector during this period an increase in scrutiny also emerged. As companies like LKAB 

and Boliden looked to expand operations and new companies such as Northland Resources and 

Beowolf Mining worked on establishing new mines, questions arose regarding the legitimacy of 

the development process. While the dip in commodity prices resulted in a slowdown or retreat on 

new projects, skepticism remains over whether the process is equipped to handle current and 
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future challenges. 

Saskatchewan, a western province in Canada, depends heavily on natural resources for 

revenue. Uranium mining in the province began in the 1950s to sell to United States military 

initially but then solely for power production. The Canadian government owned Eldorado Mining 

Company carried out operations. In the late 1980s, this crown corporation along with another 

became the publicly traded Cameco – the second largest uranium producer globally. Despite the 

discovery of potash (potassium salts) in Saskatchewan in the 1940s, successful mining of the 

mineral only occurred in the 1960s. Today, PotashCorp, Mosaic, and Agrium current operate in 

Saskatchewan. The cyclical nature of resource-based economies meant that the rise in potash and 

uranium prices, due to the global commodities boom, allowed the province to thrive and 

produced the same effect of increased exploration and investment. This boost in investment also 

came during a change in government where the incoming administration worked actively to 

create an investment-friendly environment. In 2006, 244 million CAD (180 million USD) was 

spent on mineral exploration in Saskatchewan and this figure double in 2008 to 474 million CAD 

(360 million USD) (Saskatchewan Ministry of Economy, 2016). As a result, large, multi-national 

companies exhibited interest in both acquiring existing operations and establishing new mines. 

BHP Billiton and K+S are currently engaged in opening new potash mines in the province, 

although the progress on these projects also slowed with the dip in potash price another foreign 

company, Yancoal, has begun the process of developing a potash mine. However, unlike the BHP 

and K+S projects, the Yancoal proposal received scrutiny and opposition, placing new stress on 

the process.  

 

Context 

In Sweden, the process of establishing a mine is governed by two pieces of legislation, the 

Minerals Act and the Environmental Code, and primarily coordinated by two entities, the Mining 

Inspectorate and the County Administration Board. The Minerals Act, which governs the initial 

stages of the process, requires the project proponent to first develop a work plan for exploration 

to receive an exploration permit from the Mining Inspectorate (Bergsstaten). The company must 

also share the work plan with the affected land owners and land users who can then report to the 

Mining Inspectorate if they have any issues with the plan. If the exploration permit is granted, 

then the proponent can move on to obtaining a minerals concession. Concession applications also 
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fall under the purview of the Mining Inspectorate and, once again, the Minerals Act serves as the 

guide. First, it involves an assessment of the economic viability of the project along with ensuring 

health and safety requirements are met. This includes conflict with existing land uses and 

compliance with the Environmental Code. Because the Environmental Code is administered and 

interpreted at the county level in Sweden, each county administrative board is responsible for 

determining whether the project meets environmental standards – thus these standards differ 

between counties. Importantly, if the proposed mining area impedes on reindeer herding then an 

assessment of this conflict must be undertaken as well. Therefore, this study targets the county of 

Norrbotten, where a significant portion of the new mine development in Sweden occurred. At this 

stage consultations are recommended but are not a requirement of the Minerals Act. When these 

criteria are fulfilled, the Mining Inspectorate grants an exploitation concession. However, mining 

cannot begin exploitation without an environmental permit as required by the Environmental 

Code for environmentally hazardous activities. 

 In applying for an environmental permit, stakeholder consultations are required in 

coordination with the county administrative board to receive input from those affected by the 

development of the mine – a requirement for the environmental impact statement which relates to 

the location, design and environmental impact of the activity. And, while focus of the 

consultations in the legislation is primarily on environmental issues, the scope of the activity is 

encouraged to go beyond and focus establishing strong dialogue throughout the development 

process while incorporating social issues and accounting for competing industries. Documents 

intended to guide future mining activity such as The Minerals Strategy produced by the Swedish 

Government and the Georange Guidelines for Stakeholder Consultation and Disclosure speak to 

the efforts and attention paid to activity outside legislation and the role it plays in the legitimacy 

of mine development. At this stage, the Sami Parliament (Sametinget) now holds an important 

role in assessing the project plans and providing feedback for the CAB as it makes it 

determination on the validity of the application for an environmental permit. From there, the 

Lands and Environmental Court makes the final determination on whether the Environmental 

Permit should be granted to the company and the project. 

 In Saskatchewan, various pieces of legislation come into play during the process of mine 

development, however two ministries bear the responsibility for determining the viability and 

safety of the project – the Ministry of the Economy and the Ministry of the Environment. 
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Therefore, similarly to the Swedish process, the overall assessment of the project rests on two 

main issues: economic viability and environmental compliance. First the company interested in 

developing a project must apply for an exploration license, granted by the government, and the 

Ministry of Economy determines the royalties and taxes to be levied on the company based on 

type of mineral deposit. Moving on from the exploration phase, the company is required submit a 

project plan that includes a consideration of the environmental impact. The Ministry of 

Environment then takes a larger role in the development process as the Environmental Impact 

Assessment becomes the focus of the application. At this stage of the process, the project 

proponent is required to hire a firm to conduct environmental tests and develop a report to 

presented to the government and public. The contents of the report then face the scrutiny of the 

general public and at this stage value and social issues come to the fore, along with the 

environmental scrutiny. 

The Crown Minerals Act and the Environmental Code set the baseline requirements to which 

the company must adhere and these pieces of legislation are governed by the Ministries of 

Economy and Environment, respectively. On the Crown Minerals Act, all of the work is done 

within the ministry while the Environmental Code only uses the Water Authority as an agency 

outside the ministry. This approach is markedly different than Sweden where a bulk of the mine 

development process falls outside the purview of the ministries. 

 

Methods 

I look at the process of developing new sites of resource extraction as it represents an important 

venue that tests the ability of government to remain in-tune with the desires of its constituents. In 

many cases, part of this work in ensuring legitimacy takes the form of participatory practices due 

in large part for their ability to create a venue for input from a wider range of actors.  

Between July 2016 and January 2017, ten interviews were conducted with government 

officials from Saskatchewan, Canada and Sweden – five in each country. The selection of 

officials was based on the legislation of the respective jurisdiction; interviewing representatives 

from the government bodies that require input into the mine development process. On the 

Saskatchewan side these bodies consisted of the Mineral Policy Unit in the Ministry of the 

Economy, the Environmental Assessment and Stewardship Unit in the Ministry of the 

Environment, the Office of Intergovernmental Affairs, the Licensing and Water Use Unit in the 
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Water Security Agency, and the Lands and Mineral Tenure Unit in the Ministry of Economy. In 

Sweden the Business Unit of the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, the Ministry of 

Environment, the Mining Inspectorate, the Environmental Unit of the Norrbotten County 

Administration Board, and the Society, Economy and Environment Unit of the Sami Parliament. 

 The interviews lasted approximately one and half hours and consisted of four parts. 

Interviews took place over the phone and in-person, with the interview guide provided to the 

informants beforehand. The guide consists of four parts: first, background information on the role 

and responsibilities of the office in the mine development process; second, its perspectives on 

who participates and who holds influence; third, its perception of transparency, accountability, 

and responsiveness; and fourth, concluding questions on fairness and who bears responsibility for 

changes. The questions for both the input and throughput portions of the interview first focused 

on drawing out the informants’ respective understanding of the concepts, then capturing their 

perceptions on how the process worked in practice. 

Norms, values, beliefs and their respective definitions can vary significantly between region, 

country, and community; the effects of governance and the fluidity with which actors engage in 

policy augments this issue. Thus, if rules fail to adapt to changing beliefs or new beliefs due to 

changing circumstances, then legitimacy is challenged. Using two similar cases from different 

countries offers the opportunity to assess some of the norms that overlap between jurisdictions. 

Norbotten, Sweden and Saskatchewan, Canada offer the opportunity to examine the mine 

development process in two jurisdictions that remain intent of developing mineral deposits but 

also apply participatory elements in the development process, largely in order to manage 

discontent and build consensus – both important for legitimacy. Further, a mining history exists in 

both cases, each have indigenous populations, and mining operations take place in relatively 

remote areas. Looking at the same definition of legitimacy in two different countries will not only 

provide a broader perspective of the variables investigated in this study, but also help indicate 

what variables can be built upon for wider international comparisons. 

 

Findings 

I separate the findings of this paper into two parts based on the theoretical divide between input 

legitimacy and throughput legitimacy. I first cover the general trends and themes that emerged 

from the responses in each of the countries and organize these responses into tables. I then go into 
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more detail on the substance of these responses and finally make comparisons between the two 

countries to draw out the differences.  

 

Input Legitimacy 

The first part of the analysis focuses on participation. The table below represents an aggregation 

of the responses from the informants. First, which actors are typically involved in the process. 

Second, which actors are necessary for the process. And third and fourth, comparing expectations 

to reality in influence. The responses from Saskatchewan (SASK) and Norrbotten (NORR) are 

compared in the table. 

 

Table 1 – Reponses on Participation  

                  

Actors 

 

 

Do these actors currently 

hold a significant role in 

the mine development 

process?  

 

 

What actors are the 

most influential? 

 

Rank of 1 being the 

highest level of 

influence 

 

 

What actors should be 

the most influential? 

 

Rank of 1 being the 

highest level of 

influence 

 

 SASK NORR SASK NORR SASK NORR 

Mining Company Yes, across 

the entire 

process 

Yes, across 

the entire 

process 

2 2/3 2 2/3 

Government Yes, 

different 

agencies at 

different 

stages 

Yes, 

different 

agencies at 

different 

stages 

1 1/2 1 1 

Land Owners No Yes  3/2  3/4 

Indigenous Groups No 

(sometimes) 

No 

(sometimes) 

 4  4/3 

Municipalities No No     

Others (anyone 
interested) 

No No     

 

When considering the significant actors in the process, the officials from the two 

jurisdictions see the process similarly. The mining company and government stand out as the key 

actors, particularly because both are involved in the process from beginning to end. However, a 

marked change occurs when looking at influence. While Saskatchewan remains consistent 

between the key actors and the influence they hold, Norrbotten deviates significantly. Not only 
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are more actors identified as influential, variation between informants begins to appear. While 

government still sits atop the hierarchy, discrepancies exists between the other actors. More 

importantly, state officials see different in who is influential and who should be. 

According to Saskatchewan informants, the mining company, or project proponent, is the 

most involved actor in the mine development process. This is due to both legislative and practical 

reasons. First, as the mining concession applicant, the mining company must remain engaged in 

nearly all aspects of the process. The company holds responsibility for paying the associated 

costs and ensuring the necessary assessments are conducted. Simply, without a mining company, 

no process takes place. 

Government officials bear the responsibility for ensuring the mining companies follow the 

legislation and regulations – in particular that their practices and the results of third-party 

assessments conform to the legal requirements. After the company and government, other actors 

participate as they are allowed legislatively. This includes land owners, indigenous groups, and 

local communities (municipalities) and these will differ with each project. Interestingly, despite 

all the interviewees speaking about the central role of the project proponent in the process, 

government remains the most influential actor and they all believe it should be structured this 

way. To this point, deference to the minister responsible was mentioned several times in separate 

interviews, for example, “The Minister is the sole decision-making, according the (Minerals) 

Act.” The agencies formulate recommendations, but the minister makes the final decision. 

Another prominent trend that emerged in the interviews is their view that no major 

participation gaps exist. Little to no discrepancy exists on who should participate in the process 

because the actors are defined by law. And, although some answers pointed to the differences in 

participation based on contextual issues such as whether the site is located on crown land, private 

land, or Indigenous land – each are triggered as a result of different legal requirements for who 

participates. 

 In Sweden, the responses on participation displayed some variance. While all the 

interviewees spoke about the key role government holds in the development process from 

beginning to end, although different ministries and agencies hold responsibility for different parts 

of the development process, some differences emerged on the role of actors out of government. 

One common answer that emerged from the interviews is the prominent place the Mining 

Inspectorate (Bergsstaten) holds in the process and one respondent suggested that this influence 



A View from the Top 

16 
 

may be too strong. In a similar vein as the Saskatchewan responses, who can participate and 

when is largely defined by legislation and therefore little room exists for variation from project to 

project – only where legislation allows. 

Proximity to the mine played a much more prominent role in terms of participation as the 

effect of the mine on held greater importance in the outcome of the process. Land owners, herders, 

and generally those using water are seen to influence the outcome of the process and, for some 

respondents, should possess even more influence. Another suggestion, in terms of making the 

process legitimate, is extending the requirement for local engagement to an earlier point in the 

process, although this type of change is currently under review in parliament. Again, a theme 

amongst the responses is the use of legislation as the guide regarding participation and that to 

change the current makeup of participation would come through legislative change.  

 

Throughput Legitimacy 

The second part of the analysis covers the three concepts related to throughput legitimacy: 

transparency, accountability, and responsiveness. Each concept “in expectation” aggregates the 

responses from the informants and lists the key points of the shared understanding. The concept 

“in reality” lists the aggregation of matches to expectation but also points to key deviations to 

indicate legitimacy deficits, highlighted in red. The Saskatchewan (SASK) results and Norrbotten 

(NORR) results are compared side-by-side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Poelzer 
 

17 
 

Table 2 – Responses on Interaction 

Transparency in Expectation 
SASK NORR 

- A need to understand the process and 

what is required at each stage of the 

process 

- Produces faith in government – need 

faith in the system 

- Government and project proponents 

have a responsibility to ensure reporting 

is done correctly 

- Important for government to be aware of 

the source of information, to discern 

between factual data and anecdotes 

- Speed is critical for transparency, if 

information is difficult to understand the 

process gets delayed 

Transparency in Reality 
SASK NORR 

- The transparency of the current process 

works as intended 

- Companies are deliver their reports as 

government expects 

- A growing issue is the ability for 

relatively anonymous individuals to post 

misinformation through non-traditional 

channels 

- Sweden possesses very strong 

legislation regarding transparency 

- Possibility for transparency issues at the 

early stage in the process 

- Only people very engaged and 

knowledgeable of the process aware of 

transparency or lack thereof 

- Often number, figures provided by 

companies in the body of reports do not 

match the conclusions provided 

 

Accountability in Expectation 
SASK NORR 

- Accountability critical to social license 

to operate 

- Ensures that companies follow the rules 

- The system falls apart without 

companies and other actors being 

accountability as government ends up 

on the hook, no matter what happens 

- Necessary to ensure the information 

provided to government and then 

eventually the public is correct 

- A lack of accountability affects 

everyone, one unaccountable actor can 

ruin future projects 

Accountability in Reality 
SASK NORR 

- Expectations are increasing, but 

improved management of terms and 

conditions have come as a result 

- Results-based legislation addresses 

issues of accountability 

- Following the law is vital, but 

accountability needs to move beyond 

the level of legal requirements  

- Different processes require various 

levels of accountability 

- Being accountable can place some 

government bodies in a vulnerable 

position, perceived as the villain in the 

process 

- The alignment of some agencies 

compromises their ability to be 

objective 
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Responsiveness in Expectation 
SASK NORR 

- Government needs to act quickly when 

misinformation is spread 

- For private development, projects 

cannot languish or economic 

opportunities will be lost 

- Government needs to be continually 

present in the process (pushing the 

project forward) and encourage the 

company to be as vigilant 

- Critical to ensure that people receive the 

information on-time to make fair 

assessments 

- The process itself requires clear lead 

times to be transparent and accountable 

- Special meetings offer the opportunity 

for different groups to meet, understand 

each other’s position (be accountable) 

1. Responsiveness in Reality 
SASK NORR 

- Mandated response times help address 

responsiveness 

- Sometimes the project proponent can be 

guilty of being unresponsive – dragging 

the process out and placing blame on 

government 

- A large task for government to monitor 

and check all the information going out 

to the public, could become 

overwhelming and require more 

resources 

- New measures to improve reporting of 

lead times  

- Sometimes providing answers becomes 

difficult when there is a sense that no 

solutions exist 

- Groups that completely withdraw from 

the process for fear of being perceived 

as complicit affect responsiveness 

- Mining companies complain about the 

lead times but they also fail at 

completing applications (in form and on 

time) 

- Competence in government a problem, 

lack of resources to be efficient 

 

 

 

The understanding of the concepts and definitions provided by the officials were close not 

only in each jurisdiction but across them as well. This result is not surprising given the 

similarities in the mine permitting process in Saskatchewan and Norrbotten, along with the 

position these officials hold. Many of the responses focused on the compromised position 

government is placed when other actors fail to fulfill their obligations. However, strong 

differences between the two jurisdictions emerged in the results in practice.  

Saskatchewan officials noted issues with transparency and responsiveness in the process, the 

severity was minimal and primarily in reference to the additional information flow due to new 

media. An interesting point made in three interviews was the threat of misinformation spread by 

private individuals; new capacity and tools would be required to handle its delegitimizing 

potential. As one official pointed out, “Even one or two individuals can provide a lot of 
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misinformation,” Reinforced by another official that said, “What level of detail and attention do 

we need to give those other avenues? Because you could spend the whole day tracking Twitter 

(for) someone who is complaining about something…We don’t have a firm plan on how to deal 

with that.” These problems appear universally understood which underscores the findings on 

input legitimacy that coordination occurs at a high level. 

Norrbotten officials, in contrast, placed heavy emphasis on the issues with the process as it 

operated. Most importantly, the problems they identified with the process involved other key 

actors – including other stage agencies. Skepticism was quite prevalent across most of the 

responses, albeit from different perspectives. Some of the respondents focused more heavily on 

the legal, process-driven side and their considered the respective presence or absence of the three 

concepts in relation to how smoothly the process worked. As one put it, “You have to follow the 

law, and the transparency that the law requires.” With regard to the action of mining companies, 

“If anyone does something wrong, it affects the others (mining companies). And especially for 

foreign companies, this is important… (because) if LKAB does something wrong, (citizens) 

won’t think it’s a big deal.” The seriousness with which companies approached the legal 

requirements differed significantly, which another official corroborated, “…some companies have 

not thought out what they are going to do (for future operations).” Adding that reporting from 

companies is problematic and, “Where can we find facts? Are they official? No. If a Sami village 

calls us and tells us their thoughts, it differs from what the company said on these issues. Then 

the company asks, ‘According to who? Who said that?’…there must be ways to determine 

facts…for decisions.” 

Views on the process, and the issues within in, came from a design-oriented position. 

Therefore, if these problems remained unchecked, it could invalidate the entire process. “When 

we are giving a statement based on the application to Bergsstaten (Mining Inspectorate), there are 

no public hearings at all and, from our experience, at that stage (application)…it is about land and 

water issues. That is something engages people very much and according to the Mineral Act, as a 

company, you don’t have a formalized demand that you have a public hearing.” Some agencies 

saw that significant problems existed, for themselves and other actors, in the organization of 

decision-making authorities, “We hear people say (on transparency) that, ‘This is strange. The 

same authority that is pointing out the mineral interests of the country is the same as the one 

making decisions about (mine concessions).’” But an equally important issue highlighted by most 
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agencies what that of capacity. In order to fulfill both the formal and informal expectation on 

transparency, accountability, and responsiveness, expertise and time are required. Current the 

system has deficiencies. One official argued that, “The government should pay reindeer herders 

and SSR (Swedish Sami National Association) for time lost (attending meetings in the 

development process) …as a matter of fairness. They do not have the resources that mining 

companies have.” And another on decision-making, “If the authority doesn’t actually have the 

competence to understand the different issues (environment, reindeer herding, etc.), if they don’t 

understand anything, the process is easy.”  

Because of the issues related to design, the goals of different government agencies varied. 

Some agencies took a more legal-oriented approach, like Saskatchewan, where agencies only 

make sure companies follow the rules. Others viewed themselves as a counterbalance against 

other agencies. Therefore, the connection between agencies in the system is one of checks and 

balances, rather than coordination. When thinking about the relationship between input and 

throughput legitimacy, the gaps that appeared in the results on participation turned into gulfs in 

the results on the quality of interaction. 

 

Discussion 

Looking at legitimacy from the perspective of the state provided some interesting findings on 

the nature of effect different governance structures (Peters and Pierre, 2008) play on input and 

throughput legitimacy (Scharpf, 2004; Schmidt, 2014). In these two cases of mine development, 

the role of non-state actors in the governance structure proved less important than the structure of 

the government offices themselves. 

Investigating input legitimacy produced results that spoke to the importance of legislation for 

state officials when determining who can participate and in what capacity. As a legal issue, there 

is little room for different interpretation. On one hand, this is reflective of the very technically 

focused process in Saskatchewan, while Norrbotten allows for more diversity of interests. The 

more important findings come when the state officials consider who is currently the most 

influential and whether this ought to be the arrangement. Here, differences of opinions emerge. 

But one of the limitations for this study was the ability draw more details on this point. Part of the 

issue stems from the continued deference to legislation regarding participation. Nevertheless, the 

differences in responses hinted at the more obvious differences in perspective on throughput 
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legitimacy. 

The role of throughput legitimacy in the policy process is important, building upon the 

results on input legitimacy. The concepts of transparency, accountability, and responsiveness 

revealed greater insight into the process than participation alone. Throughput legitimacy allowed 

the study to probe deeper into how government agencies perceived the process, their role in it, 

and its associated problems. In Saskatchewan, where essentially zero issues of participation were 

identified, quality of interaction echoed this sentiment. The issues identified referred to minor 

actors and, in that regards, brought to light issues that input legitimacy missed. In Norrbotten, the 

results were much more pronounced. Not only were officials able to elaborate further on some of 

the issues reported on input legitimacy but they provided details on the problematic structure of 

the overall process and the relationship with other state agencies. Additionally, while the 

variables transparency, accountability, and responsiveness are closely related, it was possible for 

all the respondents to offer responses unique to each concept while also tying them back to each 

other. 

Finally, looking at the governance arrangement, or institutional context, plays a role in the 

perception of legitimacy from state officials. A design intended to coordinate work between 

government agencies towards a single goal – set by a minister – results in very few legitimacy 

problems from the perspective of government officials. The responses provided by the 

Saskatchewan officials reflect this institutional setup and, despite the different assignments each 

government office is tasked with handling, they view their work as part of a single process. 

Conversely, institutional setups that allow for greater autonomy amongst the government 

agencies can produce divergent perspectives and goals. In the case of Norrbotten, not only do the 

different offices perceive themselves as separate from each other with very different 

responsibilities, some perceive their office as a check against others. While the purpose of this 

design may be to allow for greater scrutiny across the process, it also results in some agencies 

viewing the process as fundamentally flawed. This highlights the impact of institutional 

differences on legitimacy but also how we view government. Both theoretically and practically, 

government is often viewed as single entity, monolithic in its design, understanding, and action in 

a policy process – as the Swedish mining process shows, this simply is not true. An important 

issue to consider in both legitimacy and policy studies is the differences that may exist when 

multiple government agencies are involved. 
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Conclusion 

This study brought forward two key findings. First, throughput legitimacy, the quality of 

interaction, holds a significant role in the process from the perspective of state officials. Whereas 

who participates falls into a more legal category based on land rights and ownership, the 

interaction component gives a stronger indication of whether the process is working effectively. 

Throughput legitimacy may be particularly effective when looking at horizontal relationships. 

Second, government cannot be viewed as a monolith. While Saskatchewan displayed a high 

degree of uniformity in perspectives amongst state officials, the state representatives from 

Sweden varied in their views. Differences of opinion emerged on how the mine development 

process should operate and whether the current process fulfilled its purpose. These findings not 

only underscore the importance of looking more closely at the interaction between actors to 

identify issues of legitimacy but also recognize the differences that exist within government and 

the effect on legitimacy. 

The opportunity exists for future work to look at different arrangements of government 

offices and whether certain arrangements produce divergent views. Another path for future 

studies is to assess whether divergent views at the state level and produce effects on legitimacy 

amongst involved actors or the public. 
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