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1.	 Welcoming and Rationale for the Learning 

The INSPIRE Learning Event 2024 titled 
“Leading for Impact: Learning from Each 
Other” brought together professionals, 
leaders, and practitioners from the 
renewable energy and mining sectors 
to explore the evolving field of Social 
Performance (SP). Hosted by INSPIRE—
an initiative nurtured to advance social 
performance in the renewable energy 
sector—this event served as a platform 
for collaboration, reflection, and shared 
learning on SP’s role within the energy 
transition.

INSPIRE began as a vision to address the 
specific needs of the renewable energy sector. 
From its early roots in training programs 
led by Synergy Global Consulting and WITS 
Mining Centre, it has now evolved into an 
independent non-profit organisation, delivering 
on its commitment to strengthen SP practices. 
With a dedicated team and collaborative 
partners, INSPIRE is currently implementing 
diverse projects focusing on capacity building 
for community trusts, fostering industry 
partnerships, and pioneering new approaches 
such as trauma-informed practices and AI in SP 
advancement.
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This 3rd INSPIRE earning Event aimed to address 
four key objectives:

	● EXPAND: To expand and locate Social 
Performance within international definitions 
and frameworks, including ESG, thus 
taking it beyond a narrow Socio-Economic 
Development (SED) focus;

	● INQUIRE: To inquire into the impact 
that Social Performance can have within 
organisations and host communities, 
including helping to facilitate a Just Energy 
Transition;

	● EXPLORE: To explore ideas around how 
one leads for impact, including the skills and 
capabilities needed in teams to deliver on the 
full potential of Social Performance;

	● IDENTIFY: To identify capacity building needs 
in the renewable energy Social Performance 
space, and how collectively we might deliver 
on these.

The day of learning sessions discussed the 
potential of a mature Social Performance, 
its impact on both organisations and host 
communities, and its role in facilitating a Just 
Energy Transition. Furthermore, there was an 
exchange of insights on how leadership plays 
a role in driving SP, while also addressing the 
range of skills needed to effectively operate in 
this space, especially in the context of maturing 
SP practices. We explored areas of support 
and opportunities for collaboration in the SP 
landscape, especially around ongoing efforts for 
cross-sectoral partnerships and the continued 
advancement of SP. The event tackled numerous 
challenges and insights regarding integrating 
social performance within corporate structures, 
and how this function can be evolved to meet the 
needs of both businesses and communities.
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2.	Locating and Expanding Social Performance

The morning included a panel discussion 
with Libby Hirshon, Head of Sustainability 
at Engie Africa, highlighting her transition 
from the mining to the renewable energy 
sector. The key questions examined the 
impact of legal frameworks on enterprise 
development (EnD), socio-economic 
development (SED) and stakeholder 
engagement, along with clarifying typical 
social impacts during the construction 
and operational phases of renewable 
energy projects. Libby shared insights on 
managing social issues at two renewable 
energy companies she worked at, BTE 
Renewables and Engie Africa. The 
discussion also touched on the distinction 
between Environment, Social and 
Governance (ESG) and Sustainability and 
the growing importance of SP in ESG, and 
concluded with reflections on supporting 
a maturing SP sector in South Africa.

Definitions: SP, ESG and Sustainability

Social performance: how a company 
contributes to society and host community. 
This can be positive or negative and the 
role of the social performance function is 
to manage the negative externalities and 
optimise the positive benefits for the long-term 
benefit of company and society.

Environmental Social and Governance 
(ESG) – largely the metrics of E, S, and G 
on behaving responsibly, involving how you 
report it.

Sustainability – refers to measuring the 
implementation of the metrics (E, S &G) in 
order to add value. 
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Source: Presentation by Synergy Global Consulting and UCT Graduate School of Business 
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Source: Presentation by Engie Africa
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There is a considerable difference in the 
understanding and application of SP between 
the mining and renewable energy sectors. In the 
mining industry, SP is well-established and widely 
understood, while in the South African RE sector, 
this is not necessarily the case and there needs to 
be a greater collective and matured understanding 
of SP. Mining companies have long recognised 
the need to manage social risks and impacts and 
as a result, integrated SP into their operations. 
In contrast, renewable energy companies focus 
primarily on economic development (ED), often 
neglecting the broader aspects of SP, such as social 
risk mitigation and deep community engagement.

Historically, SP evolved in the mining industries, 
where social risk, impact mitigation, and monitoring 
became essential components of Environmental 
Impact Assessments (EIAs). In mining, SP has been 
utilised to manage social risks effectively and 
encourage responsible community engagement. 
However, in the South African renewable energy 
sector, efforts are traditionally focused on ED 
compliance as a result of the REIPPPP. This narrow 
focus on ED means that social risks and impacts 
are often grouped under the ED umbrella, which 
limits a positive social impact and a comprehensive 
understanding of SP. While ED is a part of SP, 
focusing on benefit sharing, it does not cover the full 
scope of SP, leading to the neglect of other critical 
areas, such as long-term social investment and 
engagement.

The focus on ED/SED in the RE sector has certainly 
deepened understanding and talent in these 
areas, but it has also diverted attention from more 
comprehensive social investments with long-term 
impacts. The consequences of this overemphasis on 

ED is the lack of attention to broader SP concepts, 
including social risk mitigation, deep engagement 
with host communities, and developing a robust 
Social Performance framework. However, there 
are signs of growth and SP in the RE sector is 
undergoing a similar maturation process to what the 
mining industry experienced earlier. 

Social impacts in RE projects manifest differently 
across phases. During construction, challenges 
such as displacement, expectation management, 
disturbances to the sense of place, and community 
health and safety are common. In the operational 
phase, the impacts are generally less significant 
than in mining, but managing community 
expectations remains critical. The expectations on 
local employment and community benefits must be 
carefully managed to ensure alignment with project 
realities. SP emerged out of a need to recognise 
and manage social impacts through EIAs and social 
impact assessments, placing responsibility on 
companies to address these impacts. Therefore, 
a cross-sector knowledge transfer is essential 
for elevating the role of SP in the RE sector and 
ensuring that it evolves to address social risks 
comprehensively.

Participants noted that much of the current focus 
within social performance is on addressing 
immediate issues and ensuring compliance 
rather than building a comprehensive framework 
incorporating long-term impact and deep social 
engagement. 

A call was made for unbundling social performance, 
comparably to approaches seen in the mining 
industry. Social Performance should be integrated 
into all business departments at the heart of its 
operations. For SP to mature, the business must also 
evolve. 

The importance of making the business case for 
SP was repeatedly emphasised. Practitioners need 
to use evidence-based approaches grounded in 
socio-economic programmes and project design 
to quantify the value-add of their work. However, 
there was frustration that business leaders still need 
to fully grasp the strategic importance of social 
performance in contributing to long-term business 
success and socio-economic transformation. While 
SP practitioners need to speak the language of 
business and build the business case, they should 
not be the sole ones responsible for doing so. 
Business leaders and other departments must grasp 
this without constant justification from SP teams. 

Many practitioners shared their struggles, 
highlighting the emotional toll of their work. 

There was a consensus that many professionals feel 
unacknowledged, undervalued, and overwhelmed, 
especially when faced with deep community 
trauma or resistance within their organisations. 
This calls for better recognition and support for 
these professionals, including building safe work 
environments, improved compensation and career 
development opportunities.

LOCATING AND EXPANDING SOCIAL PERFORMANCE.
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Participants reflected on the journey of Social Performance beyond Economic Development  and Socio-Economic Development. Responses highlight the ways in which an 
expanded understanding of SP benefits their organisations and identify key signs of a maturing SP function.

What do you/would you consider to be the key signs of a maturing SP function within your 
organisation?
1.	 Role Differentiation and Specialised Skills Development

•	 Separation of Social Performance and Economic Development 
manager roles and departments, recognising the need for different 
skill sets.

2.	 Accountability and Structure
•	 Establishing clear accountability and direct reporting lines for SP 

management.

3.	 Impact Management and Mitigation
•	 Implementation of effective impact management and mitigation 

strategies.

4.	 Elevated Stakeholder Engagement
•	 Enhancing stakeholder engagement and collaboration with relevant 

stakeholders.

•	 Understanding the interlinkage between stakeholder relations and 
government affairs.

5.	 Integrated Planning and Design
•	 Ensuring that SP informs project design and planning from the outset.

6.	 Community Empowerment and Agency
•	 Balancing community interests vs. self-interest and addressing 

restitution demands.

•	 Building the readiness and capacity of communities to manage their 
development.

7.	 SP Professionalisation and Career Development
•	 Mapping out career paths for SP professionals and creating SP career 

advancement opportunities (e.g., master's degrees in SP).

•	 Developing accountability skills.

•	 Salary benchmarking 

•	 Establishing a professional body for SP practitioners to enhance 
standards and accountability.

8.	 Compliance and Capacity Building
•	 Increasing SP capacity to handle compliance (ED) and social impact.

•	 Flexibility in compliance timelines and continuous engagement from 
consultation through O&M.

As you reflect on what has been shared about the journey of social performance beyond ED/SED, in 
what way would or does an expanded understanding benefit your organisation?
An expanded understanding of Social Performance beyond ED/SED would benefit organisations by enhancing impact management, allowing us to measure and 
improve long-term social outcomes more effectively. It would also promote a more holistic scorecard management, ensuring our compliance efforts align with 
meaningful community engagement. Addressing the disjuncture between Western and Eastern business philosophies would foster a more inclusive and culturally 
sensitive approach, balancing business imperatives with more profound social impact.
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3.	Appreciating the Full Impact of Social Performance

This session explored the significant role a mature Social Performance (SP) plays in driving positive impact within both organisations 
and host communities. It discussed how SP, when fully developed, goes beyond managing risks to becoming a strategic asset that 
encourages strong relationships and trust. The panel was facilitated by Alison McCallum and consisted of social specialists experienced 
in the mining and RE industries Celiwe Mabaso (EDF Renewables), Nomfundo Mogapi (Centre for Mental Wellness and Leadership), 
Kalnisha Singh (KD Strategies), Andrew Hart (International Finance Corporation), addressed a range of questions about the role of SP in 
organisations and communities. 

They began by defining a mature and practical SP function, 
followed by a discussion on how having a vital SP function 
enables positive impacts at both organisational and 
community levels. The conversation then shifted to the role 
of SP in facilitating a Just Energy Transition, highlighting 
its importance in societal transformation. Panellists also 
explored the essential skills SP practitioners and companies 
need to create high-impact outcomes. The renewable 
energy and mining sectors were examined for areas 
needing shifts and growth to enhance SP effectiveness. The 
discussion concluded with reflections on how these sectors 
can learn from each other and the importance of strong 
leadership in driving sustained positive impact.
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KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE PANEL 

  Understanding the Psychological and 
Historical Context of Communities
Businesses, particularly in mining and 
renewable energy, need to invest deeply in 
understanding the psychological trauma and 
historical context of the communities in which 
they operate. Many communities carry scars 
from historical land dispossession, exclusion 
from economic opportunities, and the adverse 
impacts of previous development projects. These 
psychological traumas shape how communities 
perceive new projects and interact with 
businesses. Social performance must prioritise 
understanding this context to avoid replicating 
past harms and to engage more authentically. 
This approach transforms SP from a compliance 
exercise into a pathway for historical justice and 
reconciliation.

  The Role of Self-awareness and Leadership 
in Social Performance
Leaders in SP must first do the work on 
themselves. This underscores the importance 
of self-awareness in leadership within social 
performance. Practitioners often deal with 
communities that are entrenched in historical 
and economic trauma. Leaders who have not 
addressed their biases and emotional burdens 
risk unintentionally projecting these onto 
communities, exacerbating existing tensions.

  Long-term Impact and Economic 
Philosophy: A Shift in Mindset
There is a recurring tension between short-
term business cycles and the long-term impact 
required for sustainable development. The 
philosophy of three generations—a cornerstone 
of some Eastern economic models—underscores 
the need for businesses to shift from sprinting 
through short-term projects to thinking about 
long-term multigenerational impact. This is 
particularly true in the renewable energy sector, 
where the emphasis on rapid execution often 
overlooks the need for sustained community 
investment. This requires businesses to develop 
resilience, foresight, and a willingness to invest 
in community development that spans decades, 
not just project cycles. Social performance 
must become the cornerstone of this shift, 
advocating for strategies that enable long-term, 
intergenerational benefit sharing.

  The Power of Collaboration: Learning from 
other industries
One of the key lessons from other industries, 
particularly the automotive sector, is the power 
of collaboration. For example, in the early 2000s, 
Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) 
in South Africa's motor industry successfully 
localised their supply chains through strategic 
collaboration, achieving significant local 
content. This same principle could be applied 
within SP, especially between businesses, civil 
society, and government agencies, to create 
more integrated and sustainable development 
models. Social performance must facilitate and 
encourage greater collaboration across sectors. 

By partnering with civil society and aligning with 
governmental programs, businesses can leverage 
the strengths of these institutions and create 
more impactful, locally relevant projects. This 
level of collaboration ensures that SP efforts are 
not fragmented or isolated but part of a more 
significant, cohesive push for socioeconomic 
development.

  Social Performance: Not a PR Exercise, But 
a Core Business Function
One of the significant misconceptions in many 
sectors is that social performance is similar to 
public relations. However, this view undermines 
the potential of SP to drive meaningful change. 
When done correctly, SP should inform the 
business model, not be an afterthought or a 
decorative add-on. For example, in both mining 
and renewable energy, fewer projects with 
deeper and more lasting impacts are far more 
valuable than numerous superficial projects. 
SP must be strategically integrated into the 
business model to create meaningful social 
impact. When SP is treated as a core business 
function, companies can align their operations 
with community needs, resulting in projects 
that are both compliant with legislation and 
transformational for both the business and the 
community.
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  The Challenge of Compliance Versus 
Strategic Social Performance
There is a growing recognition that compliance 
and risk management, while important, only 
encompass part of social performance. 
Compliance-focused SP efforts are often 
reactive, driven by legislative requirements or 
risk mitigation. However, mature SP functions 
go beyond compliance, seeking to generate 
proactive, value-driven outcomes that benefit 
communities and businesses. Social performance 
must be liberated from the constraints of mere 
compliance. While compliance is necessary, 
mature SP functions anticipate social risks and 
opportunities, using them to create long-term 
value. Benefit-sharing models, for instance, must 
become central to SP strategies, ensuring that 
communities receive tangible, long-term benefits 
from the projects that affect them.

  Social Performance and Just Energy 
Transition (JET)
As South Africa transitions to a low-carbon 
economy, SP practitioners play a vital role in 
ensuring this shift is just and equitable. A mature 
SP function can help design programmes that 
mitigate the negative social impacts of the 
energy transition and unlock new opportunities 
for local communities through social enterprises 
and value-chain innovations. SP practitioners 
are key facilitators of the Just Energy Transition. 
Their role goes beyond managing stakeholder 
expectations as they need to design and 
implement programmes that create jobs and 
opportunities in new sectors, ensuring that 
the transition is inclusive and equitable. This 
is not about a 1:1 job replacement but about 
creating new economic pathways that support 
communities in the long term.

  Mental Health and Resilience in Social 
Performance Teams
SP practitioners often work in complex, volatile, 
and trauma-laden environments. SP teams need 
psychological safety, enabling them to address 
their mental health needs and preventing 
burnout. A mature SP function recognises the 
emotional toll of this work and provides the 
necessary support structures for practitioners 
to thrive. The mental health of SP practitioners 
is a critical factor in the success of social 
performance programs. Companies must invest 
in creating safe spaces where SP professionals 
can voice their struggles and receive support. 
This improves their well-being and enhances 
their capacity to design and implement effective 
SP programs that are responsive to the complex 
realities on the ground.

  Talent Development: Building the Next 
Generation of SP Practitioners
There is a need to develop a strong talent 
pipeline for social performance. The recycling 
of talent across industries without proper skills 
development programmes is unsustainable. 
There is a clear need for structured learning 
paths, including formal education and mentorship 
programs, to ensure a future-ready workforce 
that can handle the complexities of SP. To ensure 
the sustainability of the SP function, businesses 
must invest in developing future SP practitioners. 
This involves creating formal career paths, 
providing education and training opportunities, 
and offering mentorship to cultivate the next 
generation of professionals. Building a resilient 
and skilled SP workforce is essential for long-
term social impact.

  Decolonising Social Performance: A Call to 
Action
Finally, decolonising SP highlights the need to 
reimagine how social performance is designed 
and implemented in post-colonial contexts. 
The regulatory environment and private sector 
investment present a unique opportunity to 
develop SP programmes prioritising economic 
participation and community ownership rather 
than perpetuating top-down, compliance-driven 
approaches. 

Key Insights From The Panel Discussion
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4.	Leading and Upskilling for Impact

This session explored essential themes surrounding leadership for impact, particularly within the Social Performance landscape. 
The session highlighted the skills necessary to operate effectively as an SP practitioner, emphasising the maturing role SP plays in 
organisations. It also covered the evolving understanding of SP's contribution to driving a Just Energy Transition (JET), mainly how SP 
facilitates broader societal transformation. The discussions provided a platform to reflect on how organisations can integrate SP into their 
operations to achieve sustained, high-impact outcomes.

Andy Booth from Anglo American and Lisa van Dongen of Conversations4Change suggested that developing critical social performance skills in the team and beyond will 
be a key part of translating work into impact. Understanding the skills required, where there are gaps and how these can be closed is a process that can be woven into 
recruitment and development planning to the benefit of the employees themselves, the wider team, the business, and society in so far as they support our ability to affect 
improved social performance outcomes.

Collectively, there is a need for social performance to learn the language of business, including by appreciating the bounds within which business operates (e.g., time, 
budget). It is likely that we can secure the required support and resources for our work if we are able to build and share a convincing business case for social performance 
internally. 
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FEEDBACK
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FEEDBACK



INSPIRE LEARNING EVENT   |   LEADING FOR IMPACT: LEARNING FROM EACH OTHER Page 15

Sharing of support needs: The key areas of SP support needed in my sector, in order to have greater impact are:

5.	Mapping a way forward

  Community Interest vs Self-Interest: Manage 
opportunistic behaviour to balance collective 
community needs with individual aspirations.

  Restitution Demands: Address community 
demands for land rights or restitution within fair 
and legal frameworks.

  Community Readiness: Assess the readiness 
of communities to take ownership of their 
development processes.

  Support Agencies: Identify and engage 
intermediaries or agencies to support 
community capacity-building efforts.

  Building Community Agency: Empower 
communities to form effective relationships with 
stakeholders and manage their development.

  Complexity of Social Performance: Recognise 
and address the intricate, multi-faceted nature 
of Social Performance.

  Career Pathing for SP: Map clear career paths, 
including advanced qualifications like Master’s 
degrees for Social Performance professionals.

  SP Skills Mapping: Define and develop the skill 
sets required for various roles within Social 
Performance.

  Accountability Skills: Strengthen accountability 
skills to manage relationships and track SP 
impacts.

  Salary Benchmarking: Establish realistic salary 
structures to attract and retain SP talent.

  Compliance Timelines: Relax quarterly and 
annual compliance timelines to reduce strain on 
SP teams.

  Capacity for Compliance: Increase SP 
capacity to handle compliance and economic 
development impacts.

  Continuity in Engagement: Ensure consistent 
engagement and maintain relationships from 
consultation to O&M stages.

  SP Impact Regulation: Implement regulations 
to oversee and verify the impact of Social 
Performance efforts.

  Professional Body for SP: Establish a 
professional body to set standards, provide 
accreditation, and support SP practitioners.

This section captures participants’ insights on identifying areas of support needed in the renewable energy Social Performance space 
and how these needs can be addressed collectively. It also explores opportunities for ongoing cross-sectoral collaboration to strengthen 
collective efforts and enhance SP impact across industries. To guide these reflections, participants engaged in discussions on sharing 
knowledge by identifying useful resources such as guidance materials, training programmes, and key articles; exploring opportunities for 
cross-sectoral collaboration; reflecting on key actions they see themselves taking beyond the workshop; and sharing their most valuable 
lessons learned as SP practitioners.
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Sharing of knowledge: The most useful resources that I know of are:

  To be open to continuous learning and stay open-minded

  Case study on trauma-informed leadership – in the renewable energy sector 

  Deep listening to the people for whom you are trying to facilitate a solution 

  Communication tools

  Knowledge databases 

  Existing research 

  Sector-specific performance standards 

  CLOs- feedback or minutes and their local knowledge 

  Stakeholder engagement/management system or tool for grievances 

  Community-level needs assessments that are public/shared 

Sharing ideas around cross-sectoral collaboration:

  Embedding Collaboration as a KPI for SP Teams: Make 
collaboration a key performance indicator for Social Performance 
(SP) teams.

a.	 Regional Social Impact Focus: Prioritize collaboration in 
sectoral social impact initiatives with a regional focus.

b.	 Management Buy-In for Collaboration: Secure support 
from top management and IPPO (currently mandated) for 
collaborative efforts.

c.	 Collaboration on Economic Development: Focus on shared 
efforts in economic development, such as road construction, 
skills development, and education.

  Sharing ED Plans and Databases: Encourage sharing of economic 
development (ED) plans and project data between neighbouring 
IPPs and development partners.

  Cross-Sector Learning Sessions: Host learning events or sessions 
for Social and Environmental Governance (SEGs) to emphasise 
cross-sector collaboration.

  SP KPIs Across Departments: Introduce SP-related KPIs in 
Operations & Maintenance (O&M) and other departments within IPPs 
to ensure shared accountability for social risks and impacts.

  Cross-sectoral Forums: Expand the forum to include the mining 
sector and explore joint-funded social programs.

  Mining and RE Collaboration on Internships: Foster collaboration 
between mining and renewable energy sectors to create internship 
opportunities.

  Using ED Resources to De-Risk Assets: Leverage ED resources for 
collaborative, de-risking projects, particularly in O&M-related shared 
value initiatives.

  Formal Studies on Partnerships: Conduct formal studies on case 
studies, frameworks, and models of cross-sector partnerships for 
better insights.



INSPIRE LEARNING EVENT   |   LEADING FOR IMPACT: LEARNING FROM EACH OTHER Page 17

Thinking beyond the workshop- A key action that I see myself 
taking coming out of this workshop is…

  Unbundle ED/SP: Separate Economic Development (ED) compliance from 
Social Performance (SP) management.

  Drive SP Agenda: Lead efforts within your company to emphasise the 
importance of SP.

  Unpack SP Competencies: Develop a skills map for SP competencies 
and roles.

  Upward Leadership: Communicate SP risks and opportunities, particularly 
those not fully understood in South Africa.

  Build a Solid Case for SP: Make a case for SP by reviewing budgets, 
moving beyond compliance, and setting clear feedback targets.

  Increase SED Conversations: Facilitate discussions around Social and 
Economic Development (SED) contributions, linking them to revenue and 
net profit after tax.

  Spaces for Psychological Support: Advocate for spaces where SP 
practitioners can receive psychological support.

  Pause and Reflect: Create permissions within your team to foster 
creativity, learning, and adaptation of best practices.

  Skills Level Strategic Plan: Develop a strategic plan for enhancing skills 
levels within the SP team.

  Staffing the SP Function: Strengthen the Social Performance function by 
understanding and defining different roles and competencies.

  SP Skills Audit: Conduct a skills audit of the SP team and create a plan to 
hire or train based on gaps.

  Build a Network: Connect with workshop participants to expand your 
professional network.

Relevant insights on how to navigate a career and impact in SP 
that I would like to share with peers: 

  The importance of resilience in navigating corporate environments.

  Courage to stand by your principles and be unapologetic while honoring 
personal boundaries and wellness.

  The "Power of Pause" in setting boundaries and recognising the 
emotional toll of being an "agent" of change.

  Knowing when to separate business and emotion and when to bring 
emotions back into your work.

  Curiosity is essential for growth, as continuous learning helps you evolve 
and adapt as an SP practitioner.

  Positioning yourself with agency, finding your voice, and being your fire in 
professional settings.

  Start engagement with communities early in the development cycle to 
build trust and manage expectations.

  Open, honest communication with communities and stakeholders is vital 
to building trust and fostering long-term relationships.

  It's okay to show vulnerability as an SP practitioner, and it's crucial to be 
relatable to the communities you serve.

  Collaboration with various stakeholders (regulators, financiers, IPPs) and 
fostering mutual capacity-building is critical to success.

  Social issues have multiple layers, and looking beyond the surface is 
essential to finding opportunities for meaningful solutions.

  Use metrics to quantify the commercial impact of SP efforts and convey 
their value to top management.
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6.	Conclusion

Social performance requires an evolution 
of the business journey—a journey that 
recognises the transformative role of 
businesses in society. There is a need 
for businesses not only to comprehend 
their purpose but also to integrate social 
performance as a fundamental component 
of that purpose. 

While social performance practitioners often 
bridge the gap by building the business case 
for their work, one must ask; should they bear 
the sole responsibility for articulating this value? 
Shouldn’t business leaders and departments 
inherently understand the necessity of social 
performance and its implications? The strain 
on practitioners who tirelessly advocate for this 
understanding contributes to burnout, as they 

grapple with the diverse and underacknowledged 
aspects of their roles. There is deep wounding in 
the interactions, not only with the communities 
social performance practitioners serve but also 
with internal departments. These challenges often 
leave practitioners bearing scars that reflect the 
complexities of their work.

The conversation on business’s role in social 
economic transformation also sparked reflection on 
past decades, such as the 1980s, when industries 
faced significant shifts. It raises the question of 
whether and asked whether we need the next 
big step up for business—one that requires 
businesses to commit to meaningful socio-economic 
transformation. 

A mature social performance 
system, as envisioned, would entail 
collaboration across departments, 
integration of social performance in 
renewable energy project design and 
development, direct reporting channels 
to the board, and recognition of social 
performance as an evidence-based 
discipline aligned with the business’s 
core functions. This ideal system would 
include a pipeline for developing social 
performance practitioners to ensure the 
continuity and growth of expertise in 
this complex field.



INSPIRE LEARNING EVENT   |   LEADING FOR IMPACT: LEARNING FROM EACH OTHER Page 19

The panel discussion explored how little is commonly understood about social performance’s intricacies, its unique psychological demands, and the historical context upon 
which industries build their projects. The discussion emphasised the need for practitioners to cultivate self-awareness, inner peace, and authenticity in their roles. It is not 
solely about the actions taken, but how practitioners present themselves in their work. They must be peace carriers, embodying resilience and empathy as they address 
generational impacts and strive to transform historically negative legacies.

Moreover, the dialogue touched on significant examples of collaboration, particularly from the automotive industry, where unions and manufacturers collaborated over a 
decade to localise supply chains and achieve substantial local content requirements. This success serves as a benchmark, inviting reflection on how similar models might 
be replicated in the social performance sector through enhanced collaboration. There was consensus that social performance must transcend public relations—it requires 
genuine communication, a unified message, and alignment with the business model to maximise depth and impact.

Social performance entails a broad, and intricate skills set as demonstrated by speakers who showcased the multi-faceted nature of this field. Competencies need to 
be continually developed to match the work’s complexity and fulfil its demands effectively. There is also the question of how and how much the work can and should be 
tailored to different communities and settings. The energy invested at the outset of community initiatives must also carry through to produce sustainable and impactful 
outcomes.

From the head of social transition at Anglo American, we heard that as an organisation, they moved from doing no harm 
to having societies that are equal partners in the business and how they will be both trusted. This approach embraces 
communities as equal partners, practitioners in renewable energy question if such progress might be accelerated in their 
own industry. Can they bypass the centuries-long path that mining took to arrive at this understanding? 

Lastly, to reflect on the two of the past two years of INSPIRE. Initiatives, such as strategic educational investments and communities of practice, exemplify collaborative 
models. These efforts underscore the importance of hearing the communities’ authentic voice, particularly within community trusts. Projects like INSPIRE’s Trust Matters 
serve as a testament to the ongoing need for organised, community-centred efforts, reinforcing the ultimate goal; to improve community ownership in developmental 
contexts. 
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