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So they had to show it, slowly, and as someone had a question, they would 
ask it, ‘so, what is it over here?’, ‘I don’t understand this or that’. Now, after 
unloading all that quickly, [they asked] ‘do you have any questions?’ That is 
not how it should be. (…). 

It was apparent from observation of the lead researcher that the 
speed at which the slides were shown was very high, and specifically 
detrimental for the full understanding by the public of certain visual 
images such as drawings, maps, and charts. The effect of this was a sense 
of distrust with some of the public interviewees indicating some un-
certainty regarding the true intentions of the project proponent; for 
example: [They should present] and explain as they go – if that was the 
objective, to explain to people! 

Another feature of the public consultation processes studied was that 
they each entailed just a single and continuous public session, not 
allowing the public enough time for reflection on the information pro-
vided, as revealed in the following public interviewee response. 

Afterwards I talked with the lady that went with me, she is my neighbour, 
and she told me: ‘but I did not understand well that aspect, and the other’, 
because meanwhile the information settled in, right?, and then we stay there 
processing, and only later we remember that, hey, and what if we had asked 
this or that? 

It was observed by the lead author that these presentation features 
led to rather passive and silent audiences, even when technical diffi-
culties would prevent the proper visualization of the PowerPoint pre-
sentation. Consequently, project proponents were apparently not aware 
of the public’s suppressed emotions or were dismissive of them. Subse-
quently, when given a chance (through interviews) to voice their feel-
ings about the use of visual tools, the public expressed distrust in the 
project proponents and a feeling of lack of power, namely about:  

� what the visual communication actually represents;  
� the truthfulness of ‘well-rehearsed’ oral information; and  
� the real intentions of proponents – e.g., seemingly being to simply 

comply with an obligation or to overcome the public through 
weariness. 

Also, public interviewees expressed a degree of contempt (by not 

reacting during the presentation sessions) and a range of other strong 
feelings, such as:  

� that they have no legitimacy to intervene: ‘The oral part did not seem 
that bad, but who am I to say so?, right?’;  

� fear (of making a fool of themselves);  
� indignation (about not being heard in the project design, or about not 

being well informed about the project’s impacts); and  
� frustration: ‘Oh, those numbers [pictograms with statistics], don’t ask 

me because I don’t know how to read that!’ 

Finally, some members of the public were unyielding in their op-
position to the projects presented to them. For example, one interviewee 
said that: ‘Any attempt [by the company] to explain (…) …it is always badly 
accepted because the bottom line, the [project] should not exist. From that 
moment onwards, everything is evil’. This more radical opinion perhaps 
indicates inflexibility to accept the proposed project regardless of the 
adequacy of the visual communication used. 

4.3.2. Content of the project presentation 
Several interviewees, including both proponent and public re-

spondents, mentioned that the use of excessive amounts of information 
in visual tools may prevent the public from understanding their meaning 
or relevance. In the case depicted in Fig. 5, the project proponent used 
pictograms associated with statistical analysis of predictive modelling, 
in an effort to use a more representative, clear, accurate, and attractive 
mode of presentation. To someone well versed in this kind of diagram, it 
might prove to be very informative and useful, but the public had a 
contrary opinion regarding their adequacy. In another case, although 
the project proponent acknowledged an overload of visual information, 
the quality of the presentation was assumed as good, as there were no 
complaints from the public. 

Highly technical information presented in the public sessions was 
hard to understand by some members of the public, who found it to be 
inadequate. One public interviewee said: 

Those who make these presentations are very technical people, very 
technical engineers, very familiar with the project, and with the concepts and 

Fig. 5. Example of (excessively) complex project impact diagram (without explanation).  

A.R. de Oliveira et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                          



Environmental Impact Assessment Review 102 (2023) 107210

8

the technical terms, right? And this is a presentation made for the general 
public, right?, and the public does not have this knowledge and does not 
understand some of the terms, (…) Because there one speaks a …almost tribal 
language, right? 

Although environmental information is available before the pre-
sentation sessions (in EIS), public interviewees expressed some concerns 
about their capacity to read environmental impact studies (including 
their non-technical summaries), even with the help of images; for 
example: 

‘(…) the non-technical summary was also extremely technical, so I think 
that it also complicated [the understanding]. It [the images] made it easier, 
yes, of course, but even so it is a bit…unpalatable, for the public’. 

Some believed that this failure in communication, causing distancing 
among stakeholders, may have been intentional: ‘those who make the 
projects, hide, or try to hide the impacts, and hide behind a technical or very 
specific, or very hard to understand language to do so’. On the other hand, 
public interviewees also questioned whether project proponents, who 
are responsible for these communication processes, have the compe-
tency and skills to do so: ‘the one that presents has to come down off the 
pedestal, to come down to earth, and place him/herself in a position of 
providing [their] service, it is their role, right?, to provide a [service], to 
everybody’. Either way, what was clear in the public perceptions 
expressed in the interviews was that complex imagery accompanied by 
highly technical language conveys an imbalance in the power dynamic, 
being an attempt by project proponents to exclude them from the 
decision-making process. 

Two cultural/social specificities failed to be accounted for in some 
cases. On one hand, the use of foreign language (mixed up with the 
native language) was perceived as inadequate by members of the public, 
as they do not have or otherwise hold only limited foreign language 
skills. As noted in the lead researcher’s field diary, ‘some slides had text 
in two languages, either Portuguese and English or Portuguese and 
Spanish’. On the other hand, in the case of an EIA public venue, the 
project proponent displayed project information in a community 
without public consultation and approval. This created a sense of fear 
among members of the public, as they thought other people in the 
community would see them entering such premises and would assume 
that they held a favourable opinion towards the project. One public 
interviewee put it this way: 

I had no motive not to enter, I believe nobody would beat me up, nor…Yes, 
I went there [to the location with project information] because she was a 
person I knew and just because she is working at [the project] does not mean I 
will stop liking her, right? 

This comment also reveals social cleavages between the potentially 
affected community (public) and those representing an imposed activity 
(project proponents). As before, it constitutes a power dynamic that 
inhibits interaction. 

Perceptions of biased representation of project features, its context, 
and/or of environmental issues had a two-fold effect: rendering visual 
communication ineffective and creating a sense of distrust. Because 
project proponents and the affected population may have different 
perceptions about the way environmental issues can be visually repre-
sented, the former may convey a wrong or biased message. As an in-
ternational survey respondent explained: ‘the public is not aware of how 
data is collected and visualized and thus cannot analyze data reliability’. 

Finally, some visual communication approaches (e.g., visioning or 
photo-simulations) representing environmental impacts were not 
perceived (or not believed) by public interviewees as being correct or 
‘real’. In one case, a member of the public expressed a perception of 
intentional bias by the project proponent, i.e., that visual communica-
tion using photo-simulations were designed from a point of view that 
would benefit the proponent, showing perspectives that would minimize 
its visual impact, thus denoting lack of impartiality. In another case, 
some visual communication did not include the surroundings of the 
project (e.g., roads and traffic around the project site), which were 
important to understand its overall impacts. A public interviewee said: 

‘one does not expect that it [the project] will be an island, and everything 
around it will remain without an answer’, thereby expressing their disap-
proval and lack of trust in the proponent. 

4.3.3. Visual literacy 
There was considerable divergence in the perspectives of proponent 

and public interviewees regarding the use of visual communication in 
EIA relating to visual literacy. In short, proponents were keen to make 
greater use of images, while the public expressed comprehension diffi-
culties and objections to this approach, notwithstanding our earlier 
finding that they expected to encounter the use of visual communication 
in EIA engagement processes. The proliferation of visual communication 
in the PowerPoint slides (i.e. a sense of information overload) was a 
commonly identified constraint by public interviewees. They expressed 
a clear preference for fewer images and topics per slide, so they could 
more easily keep their focus and follow the explanation provided by the 
project proponent. In one session it was observed by the lead author that 
simultaneous display of videos compounded the expressed sense of in-
formation overload. Furthermore, public respondents drew attention to 
the low quality of some images (hard to read or with unreadable cap-
tions) and their complexity (especially when tables were used to convey 
information). 

All of these constraints reflect one feature of low visual literacy, that 
is, lack of capacity of proponents or desire to produce meaningful and 
effective visual communication about their planned development pro-
jects. On the other hand, public interviewees also expressed an inability 
or lack of competence to interpret certain visual communication. For 
example, respondents identified experiencing difficulties reading maps 
and understanding the contents of graphs and tables; as one public 
interviewee remarked: ‘[we spent] some time trying to understand what the 
charts were about, and they kept talking but you also were supposed to un-
derstand the chart in itself’. One such example observed by the lead author 
was the use of noise contour maps (such as the example depicted in 
Fig. 5). These were perceived differently by the two categories of 
stakeholder, as we denote in images and text within Fig. 6. 

Interestingly, one project proponent indicated that visual tools were 
chosen and designed by taking into account what they perceived to be in 
the best interest of the public, namely, using images that they believed 
or intended would clearly convey a positive sentiment or message. 
However, it became apparent from the interviews that a different mes-
sage or understanding was received by the public. Fig. 7, combining 
individual interview excerpts, illustrates the key diverging perception 
capabilities regarding visual communication in EIA in this regard. 

In sum, the combination of low visual literacy of both proponent and 
public participants in our study, constituted a major constraint to the 
efficacy of visual communication used in the sample EIAs investigated. 
This concern was also raised by an international survey respondent, who 
stated that: ‘You have to make sure that you speak the same visual language’. 

4.3.4. Technical and logistic constraints 
The technical and logical constraints to visual communication in EIA 

noted in our research are context-specific, being related to the hardware 
available to EIA stakeholders rather than the design or content of im-
agery utilised. Two key constraints were mentioned by survey re-
spondents and interviewees alike, regarding the quality of technical 
support and logistical aspects, respectively: absence of/low speed 
internet and low quality of slide projection equipment or exhibition 
screens or other surfaces used (e.g., walls). As pointed out by a public 
interviewee, individual access to environmental information in images 
(including videos) in rural and remote areas entirely without or with 
only limited internet connectivity, represent limitations regarding the 
feasibility of utilising certain visual communication across all EIA 
stakeholders. Similarly, poor quality image projection during public 
consultation sessions impedes the efficacy of visual communication as 
voiced by interviewees for two the projects. In one case, a member of the 
public noted (while arguing about the advantage of making available 
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