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Executive summary 
 

Community liaison officers play a critical role in developing and maintaining relationships with 
communities in and around the sites of company operations. When their role is structured and 
supported well, they make an essential contribution to a company’s social licence to operate; 
they are key to the implementation of international standards and other corporate 
commitments; they provide insight and local knowledge which enhances the company’s ability 
to manage a range of risks and uncertainties; and they are a familiar and accessible face with 
whom community members can raise concerns, realise opportunities and resolve grievances.  

But there has been little effort to understand CLOs and the challenges they face in any kind of 
systematic way. There has been no cost-benefit analysis of the CLO role. The CLO ‘voice’ is 
missing in the literature on community engagement and the role is often not viewed in human 
terms, but as an adjunct to a process. The resilience of individuals and teams has not been well 
understood. And the effects of hiring decisions and CLO behaviours on communities have not 
been fully considered. 

This paper begins to address these gaps.  

It is based on a review of current academic and practitioner literature; a questionnaire survey; 
and a series of interviews with CLOs and industry managers, some of which were undertaken in 
our case study countries. In the paper, we use the term community liaison officer (CLO) in 
relation to anyone whose role is termed ‘CLO’, but also in a general sense to include others 
working at the company/community interface.    

Key findings and recommendations 

While this paper explores a broad range of issues, two areas stand out as being particularly 
crucial for industry practitioners:  

• Getting the recruitment process right; and  
• Ensuring that CLO roles and responsibilities are managed effectively. 

Recruiting the ‘right’ CLOs with clear roles and coherent responsibilities is a priority for line 
managers. But there is a need to better understand and articulate the challenges of structuring 
teams and improving the way in which CLOs are supported. 

Recruitment 

A first challenge in recruitment is understanding what kind of skills and competencies are 
required for the specific local context and the anticipated role. We identified a number of core 
skills and competencies routinely expected of CLOs, but the emphasis given to each in hiring 
decisions and job descriptions varied.  
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Key attributes most commonly sought by those recruiting CLOs are: 

▪ An understanding of local culture and politics (a priority skill across the board); 
▪ Negotiation and conflict-resolution skills; 
▪ Personal qualities of honesty, integrity, empathy and tenacity (particularly important in 

situations where technical competencies may be hard to find); 
▪ The ability to network and influence a range of stakeholders, from leaders to vulnerable 

groups; 
▪ Broad communication skills; and 
▪ Experience of community development or social work (generally deemed essential). 

Understanding the oil and gas industry or the corporate world more generally was not 
considered essential at the recruitment stage. 

The CLOs themselves routinely cited the same skills and qualities as managers, with one notable 
exception: the CLOs themselves did not attach the same significance to reporting as their 
managers did. Perhaps this is to be expected: if networking and negotiation skills are deemed 
key, will someone having these skills be a natural report-writer and record-keeper? 

Role and responsibilities 

CLOs undertake a range of responsibilities, of which nine appear to be core. These are: 

1. Community engagement (with local leaders, general community members, specific 
interest groups, etc.); 

2. Wider stakeholder engagement (beyond the directly affected local communities – 
including NGOs, regional and national government, media); 

3. Community development planning; 
4. Engagement with local affected stakeholders to promote project activities, such as 

completion of a construction phase, or ensuring operations continue smoothly; 
5. Specific technical support to operations (including land access and compensation); 
6. Risk and impact mitigation (including managing and resolving local grievances, conflict 

resolution and mediation); 
7. Social investment programmes (discretionary support for community projects); 
8. Monitoring and evaluation (of project impacts and social investment programmes); and 
9. Reporting (including grievance logging and reporting to line managers, senior managers, 

project lenders and the public). 

Crucially, none of the CLOs interviewed for this project undertook all of these tasks.  

In structuring roles and responsibilities, what matters more than adhering to a standard optimal 
approach is for line managers to build in a degree of flexibility and accommodate the particular 
challenges in completing these often competing tasks.  

What appeared to be common was not so much that key tasks were overlooked, but that too 
many of them were duplicated. A key challenge identified by both line managers and CLOs was 
the management and co-ordination of multiple community-facing roles being implemented by 
multiple organisations and/or teams (including the operating company and various contractors).  

CLOs and other community-facing staff therefore need to be supported through thoughtful 
team design, basic training and skills development, administrative support and excellent cross-
organisational communication. 
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Other key findings and recommendations 

While recruitment, roles and responsibilities were a key concern, other recommendations 
emerged for line managers, parent companies and the industry as a whole: 
• Develop a more coherent approach to manage the CLO role: Common templates for team 

structures, job descriptions and training protocols could be developed, but critically they 
should be tailored to respond to the four key drivers that determine a CLO’s role: project, 
corporate, community and the CLO him/herself.  

• Improve the organisational effectiveness of CLOs and community-facing teams: Having an 
aligned team is particularly important because the world of the CLO can be highly dynamic 
and challenging. Management structures should avoid adding to the complexity with 
competing roles, confusing responsibilities and a plethora of individuals operating at the 
corporate/community interface. Developing workable, clear and simple reporting lines is a 
start and particularly important in major projects where contractors, project teams and the 
operating company may all be employing their own CLOs. 

• Enhance cross-organisational communication and understanding: Open information flows 
both horizontally and vertically within a project (including its contractors) or company 
enhances the efficiency and effectiveness of CLOs, and CLOs have an important perspective 
in the identification and mitigation of risk. Creating appropriate fora for sharing information 
and resolving issues would appear useful, and giving CLOs tools, techniques and language to 
allow them to contribute fully in such circumstances would yield benefits.  

• Provide CLOs with better training and more opportunities for skills development: There is 
some experience and certainly the potential to share lessons from training already offered 
to CLOs, such as the work being done in some countries and regions to prepare the local 
population for work as community liaison personnel. There is great potential to develop 
foundation training curricula, which could then be enhanced with subsequent skills 
development opportunities for CLOs – and their managers.  

• Incorporate lessons from the field into guidance and best practice: By incorporating the 
reality of these roles and the ways in which CLOs are (knowingly or not) adapting 
international best practice and the implications of this, policies, guidance and standards 
should become more effective, more relevant to practitioners and more supportive of the 
needs of those implementing them.  

• Support further research in several critical areas: This paper is just a start. We identified 
several areas of further study including: 
• The structures of community-facing teams which best suit the needs of different 

community contexts 
• The risks and opportunities offered by greater CLO empowerment (or 

disempowerment);  
• How conflicts of interest manifest themselves and are managed. 
• The issue of gender equity in the community engagement process 
• A cost-benefit analysis of having effective community-facing teams 
• When are CLOs most needed and what role do they play at critical times? 
• The particular challenges faced by CLOs working in conflict areas 

But above all, in any future research it is important that the CLOs themselves play a central role, 
including authoring papers, sharing experiences and training others.  

The CLO’s voice has been missing for too long. 
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‘CLOs are a criminally 
neglected area of 
analysis.’  

Industry manager 
 

1. Introduction  
Community liaison officers (CLOs) navigate the choppy waters between corporate and 
community interests, and those of governments and local authorities.  The work of CLOs can 
help to build positive and productive relations between an extractive industry project and the 
local community, helping to reduce tensions and enhance socio-economic opportunities.  
However, in regions where regulations and institutions are weak, where there is little awareness 
of the corporate world, and where needs and expectations are high, these roles can be 
challenging – and lonely.   
 
The role of CLOs in building relationships and managing expectations and grievances is complex 
and challenging, not least because the contexts in which they work – both the community and 
the company itself – are constantly changing.  The CLO role is crucial to a company’s overall 
performance, and yet is often not fully understood or recognised enough; the role may also be 
labelled in different ways by different organisations (see Box 1).  

 
Box 1: What is a CLO? 
The term CLO is defined in different ways, and sometimes similar community-facing roles are 
given different names.  In some cases, the role may be termed ‘CLO’ internally, but when 
translated externally, a different term may be used, for example ‘company representative’, 
which may have implications for how CLOs are perceived in the community.  In this paper, we 
use the term CLO broadly and loosely, both in relation to anyone whose role is termed ‘CLO’, 
but also in a general sense to include others working at the company/community interface.   
 
 
A review of the literature supports our position that the role 
of CLOs is under-studied. The academic literature rarely 
explores the role of CLOs in depth. Rather, articles tend to 
explore the local context and community perspectives on 
development interventions. CLOs may take part in these 
studies as respondents or co-authors, analysing or 
commenting on the situation, but the CLO role itself is 
rarely analysed.   
 
The importance of CLOs is widely acknowledged throughout the practitioner literature, but 
generally in terms of their role in processes recommended for the management of community 
impacts.  CLOs are often impersonalised in the technical and process-oriented practitioner 
literature, often portrayed as an ‘access point’ for the grievance mechanism, with little 
reference to the complexity and dynamism of the role they actually play on the ground.   
 
The CLO role is central to the implementation of key industry commitments in meeting 
international standards of good practice.  The rise of the human rights agenda in international 
standards, notably with the adoption of the United Nations (UN) Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights (2011) has catalysed the development and updating of company policy and 
practice, and related guidance material.  This evolution directly affects the role of CLOs and 
other community-facing project staff.  This includes the need to ensure that consultation with 
local communities is ‘meaningful’ and to implement a community grievance mechanism.  
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‘40% of your 
community engagement 
can be shaped by 
generic guidelines, 
standards and toolkits, 
but 60% of it needs to 
be tailored to the 
context.’  

Industry practitioner, cited in 
Wilson et al, 2016, p.22 

 

Several publications have been produced to help in the interpretation and implementation of 
international standards (e.g. Rees, 2008, 2011; Rees and Vermijs, 2008; OECD, 2016).   
 
In general these standards and the implementation 
guidance are process-oriented (i.e. relating to baseline 
data gathering, social impact assessment, community 
consultation, due diligence and grievance mechanisms).  
There is very little on the specific role of CLOs and the 
particular challenges that they face.   Moreover, the 
literature urges practitioners not to rely solely on 
international standards and guidelines, but to adapt 
processes and practices to local contexts (Gilberthorpe 
and Banks 2012; Luning, 2012; Wilson et al, 2016).  The 
role of CLOs is critical in this adaptation, but is rarely 
covered in detail in the literature on implementing 
international standards. 

1.1. Purpose of this document 
This paper aims to explore the role and practice of CLOs in order to better understand this 
important area of corporate activity, especially as it relates to the extractive industries. The 
paper is targeted at those involved in the development, execution and financing of major 
projects and activities, particularly in challenging and complex environments.  Our research 
focuses primarily on the oil and gas industry, although there is considerable comparable 
experience in other sectors such as mining and forestry.   
 
This research project is a critical evaluation of the issue area.  The analysis is focused primarily 
on the role of the CLO and seeks to give a voice to CLOs and their managers to the extent 
possible within the limitations of the study. It aims to provide important background analysis 
that can help in the development of best practice guidelines and staff training materials.  The 
executive summary has been designed to stand alone as a policy brief, and distils lessons and 
recommendations on the important issues raised in the wider paper.  The main body of the 
paper provides an opportunity to delve deeper into particular issues that emerged out of our 
research findings and subsequent analysis.  We identified four key issue areas: 
 

• Issue 1: Relations between CLOs and the community: Community trust; local politics; 
balancing the interests of the community and the company; the levels of authority 
required for CLOs to address issues swiftly and effectively. 

• Issue 2: CLO resilience and effectiveness: How well equipped CLO teams and individual 
CLOs are to carry out their day-to-day responsibilities, to meet unforeseen challenges, 
and to recover quickly from difficulties. 

• Issue 3: CLO integration within the company: Effective communication and 
collaboration between CLOs and their managers, and other corporate or contractor 
teams; professional development and recognition within the corporate hierarchy. 

• Issue 4: Appropriate and adequate guidance for industry: What is required to address 
the challenges of building and managing a CLO team and carrying out CLO roles in 
accordance with international good practice standards. 
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1.2. Methodology 
To frame the study, we undertook a literature review, which included academic and practitioner 
literature. Publicly available corporate literature on the subject is limited, but there are some 
examples of corporate profiles of CLOs illustrating the kind of role they carry out (see for 
example Box 2, Section 2.1.1.). Insights from the literature are incorporated into our analysis of 
the research findings (Section 2).  
 
In the pilot phase, to date, we have carried out nine in-depth interviews with four layers of 
corporate organisation within international and national oil companies, and a contractor to the 
oil industry.  We have focused on three case studies where we were able to gather in-depth 
information from a range of sources (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Characterisation of the case studies 

No. Region Type of project Material/sources 

1 Eurasia Pipeline  
(already constructed) 

Questionnaire surveys; interviews; project 
document analysis 

2 Europe Pipeline  
(construction phase) 

Questionnaire surveys; in-country workshop 
with CLOs and functional managers; project 
document analysis 

3 East Africa  Oil and gas extraction 
(two separate projects) 

Questionnaire-based interviews; in-country 
fieldwork; project document analysis 

 
In addition to the case studies, we interviewed and received completed questionnaires from 
managers and CLOs with experience of projects in North America, Mexico, Russia, Central Asia, 
Papua New Guinea and Northern Iraq.   In total we tested the survey questionnaire with 10 CLOs 
in three countries.  We also presented the findings and received feedback from various industry 
groups.  
 
Anonymity of our respondents has been a primary concern. Due to the sensitive nature of some 
of the topics under discussion, we are unable to provide precise case study information. As such 
we have made reference in the analysis to ‘Eurasian’, ‘European’ and ‘East African’ CLOs.  Rather 
than being generalisations about these regions, these labels refer specifically to the CLO 
respondents interviewed in the context of these three case studies. 

1.3. Structure of the paper 
The sections that follow explore the key issues summarised in this introduction as follows: 

• Section 2 presents the research findings and analysis under three main headings:  
o Enhancing relations between CLOs and the community  
o Building resilience in CLO teams: skills, responsibilities and team-building  
o Integrating CLOs effectively within the company 

• Section 3 Highlights the main gaps that we identified in the literature and guidance. 

• Section 4 presents our conclusions and recommendations, including some suggested 
next steps in developing industry guidance, along with areas for further study. 
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2. Analysis of the research findings  
The role of the CLO is – broadly speaking – to develop and maintain relations with communities 
in and around the sites of company operations.  Several of the CLOs whom we spoke to explicitly 
mentioned ‘maintaining the social licence to operate’ within communities local to project sites 
as a major part of their role, and it is also mentioned in some of the job descriptions that we 
analysed. While CLOs are rarely mentioned in the literature on the social licence to operate, it is 
a key concept in understanding their role.  Here we define the social licence as ‘broad 
acceptance and approval of the company and its operations by local people’.1 
 
This section presents our analysis of the literature along with the findings from our field visits, 
interviews and questionnaire surveys.  In referencing the literature, we distinguish broadly 
between ‘academic literature’ (published in scientific journals) and ‘practitioner literature’ 
(published by industry bodies and applied research organizations). 

2.1. Enhancing relations between CLOs and the community 
CLOs operate at the interface between the company or project and the community. The 
relationship between CLOs and the community is a critical factor influencing project acceptance 
by that community, and the ability of companies to meet international standards of good 
practice.  It is therefore a priority area for companies to focus on in their risk management 
strategies. Our research revealed significant challenges, as well as opportunities, associated with 
the position of the CLO in the community, including:  
 

▪ The challenges of embedding local knowledge in CLO teams;  
▪ Community politics and their impact on the CLO role; and 
▪ The need to balance the interests of the company and the community. 

2.1.1. Embedding local knowledge in CLO teams 
A key aspect of the value that CLOs bring to a project is their local knowledge – indeed this is 
often a primary recruitment requirement. This may be an inherent part of who the CLO is if the 
CLO was born in the local community and/or has lived for significant amounts of time there. This 
knowledge (and the trust of local people) can also be developed by CLOs from outside the 
community through building close relations with the community over time. 
 
Local knowledge and trust building 
There is a clear link between local knowledge and trust 
building. Studies in the academic literature (primarily from 
developing countries) emphasise that CLOs frequently need 
to understand a complex picture of community 
characteristics, including land tenure, group membership, 
kinship, socio-political exchange and migration trends, 
which need to be incorporated into the design and 
implementation of engagement strategies and social 
investment programmes (Gilberthorpe and Banks, 2011).  
 

                                                 
1 For more on the social licence to operate, see: Gunningham et al, 2004; Boutilier and Thomson, 2011; 
Black, 2013; Morrison, 2014; Syn, 2014; Moffat and Zhang, 2014; Wilson, 2016. 

‘My best day on the job?  I 
was in the community and 
all my bosses were there.  
The leaders said to them 
“We can’t understand you, 
we want this young man; we 
understand him better than 
anyone else”.’  

East African CLO 
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Practitioner literature on meaningful stakeholder engagement tends to emphasise the need to 
understand the local context as a first step in the process of engaging with the community (IFC, 
2007, 2014; IPIECA, 2014; OECD, 2016). The hiring of a CLO from the community is one way to 
ensure access to local knowledge in the early stages of a project.  Wilson et al (2016) emphasise 
the importance of local staff, including CLOs, in extractive industry projects having local 
knowledge, as well as the need to avoid relying on engineers and foreign staff for community 
engagement in the critical early stages of a project.  
 
Being from the community 
Given the importance of local knowledge, is being from the local community essential for the 
CLO role? Our research reveals a range of views on this question. For instance, the Caspian 
Development Panel, which was set up by BP to provide independent advice on the social, 
environmental and economic aspects of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline observed that 
along the Georgian stretch of the pipeline, the CLOs were mainly from the capital, Tbilisi, and 
lacked familiarity with the local communities, which the Panel believed made it harder to build 
trust with the communities, and therefore posed a threat to BP’s reputation (CDAP, 2004). 
 
Novikova and Wilson (2013) observe that along the Sakhalin-2 project pipeline route the CLOs 
for different settlements had different skills and experience, as appropriate for their particular 
role. The CLO working with indigenous peoples was indigenous herself and was from one of the 
local indigenous communities, with considerable local knowledge, local language skills and 
cultural awareness. However, other CLOs working in communities along the pipeline route were 
not local to the community they were working in, but had other skills, such as knowledge of the 
English language and/or particular administrative skills. Box 2 illustrates the work of a CLO 
working for Total in Bolivia who has had ties to the community since childhood. 

 
Box 2: Total in Bolivia: a CLO at the front line of local dialogue 
Diana Rossell is a lawyer with four children and has been working as a CLO for Total’s Incahuasi 
project in Bolivia since 2012, building dialogue with the indigenous Guarani community.  The 
area around the project site has around 25 communities of between 30 and 50 families.  The 
local population is relatively poor and few have access to running water or electricity.  Diana is 
not from the local community but has had contact with Guarani families since she was a child.  
She visits the communities regularly, typically visiting three communities in one day, getting up 
at 5 a.m. and spending around 7 hours driving around on dirt tracks.   
 
Diana focuses primarily on processing grievances; monitoring community outreach projects; and 
maintaining a positive dialogue, so as to have a good understanding of the local social situation.  
The project employs around 800 people from Guarani communities and part of Diana’s job is to 
regularly talk to these workers on-site.  The project supports a livestock production programme 
and a boarding school for children from outlying communities.  Diana says: ‘We feel that we 
have reached our goal of creating a relationship based on trust with the people who live in the 
communities. … Every time we come out, it’s like coming to visit friends.’ 

 
Source: http://www.total.com/en/media/video/mediateur-aupres-des-communautes-la-cle-de-voute-du-dialogue-local 
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‘We have well known 
family names.  These 
are short cuts to trust 
building.’  

CLO, European  
pipeline project 

 

Our research revealed that the quality of ‘being local’ was 
viewed differently by different CLOs, depending on the 
context. For instance, in our European case study, being from 
the local area and having an excellent understanding of local 
politics and culture were deemed to be essential to building 
a good relationship with the community (especially local 
leaders). By contrast, one Eurasian CLO stated in an interview 
that, in his country, being a national was enough to be 
deemed ‘local’ by the community.   
 
Rather than being local per se, we found that the ability of the CLO to ‘fit in’ with the local 
community was important in building trust. Yet the challenge of ‘fitting in’ is one which tends to 
be overlooked in the literature.  One East African CLO that we interviewed was from a different 
region which shared the same language and customs as the communities he worked in. He 
claimed to have won the trust of the communities due to the amount of time he had spent 
there. He observed that listening and ‘being humble’ had enabled him to get close to the 
community and get to know their issues and perceptions: 
 

You have to be humble, and listen more than speaking. Being humble is being down to 
earth; when you’re there you become like them, don’t pretend to be knowing all. If you 
go there and you know everything they will not give you the info, when you go to them 
you calm down and anyone can tell you what he wants and you really listen. 

 
 
Summary: Local knowledge is vital to building trust. Yet, although it is accepted that knowledge 
of the community, its culture, practices and values is essential for the CLO role, it is possible to 
achieve success in the CLO role without being a native of that community. This depends on the 
specific context, the needs of the community, and the requirements of the project. In some 
cases (e.g. in relation to indigenous communities) specific local knowledge and language skills 
may be critical, while in other cases other skills, such as knowledge of a foreign language may be 
just as important. A key success factor is the CLO’s ability to ‘fit in’ with the local community. 
This may be done simply by spending time with the community, listening and ‘being humble’.  
 
 

2.1.2. Community power relations and politics  
It is essential that CLOs are aware of community politics and are able to operate as neutral 
figures in relation to different – often conflicting – community interests. They need to work with 
political structures and leaders within the community, as well as informal community politics.  In 
some cases, knowing which individual or group legitimately represents community interests can 
itself be challenging, but it is important for CLOs to work with all legitimate representatives and 
understand and balance their interests as far as possible.  
 
Empowerment and social tension 
The practitioner and academic literature acknowledges the challenges associated with 
empowering local community members either by hiring them as CLOs, or by establishing 
interest groups and advisory committees to engage with the company.  According to the IFC 
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(2007), empowering individuals from local communities by hiring them as CLOs can itself lead to 
conflicts of interest or to tensions or conflict within the community. Luning (2012) similarly 
argues that selecting community representatives (including CLOs) from often heterogeneous 
communities can exacerbate existing tensions between local groups. Agade (2014) observes that 
advisory committees set up at district levels may not be representative of communities, while 
local elites often act as gatekeepers.   
 
Research carried out in Uganda reveals that some communities in the oil bearing regions believe 
that their leaders are compromised and do not reflect community interests in their engagement 
with oil companies (Manyindo et al, 2014). Community respondents have also noted that 
leaders working on behalf of CLOs might exclude some sections of the community when 
organising community engagement meetings (ibid.) Also referring to Uganda, Ganson and 
Wennmann (2016, pp.117-8) observe that the indirect impacts of industry operations may 
exacerbate existing social tensions, particular in relation to political power and authority: 
 

At the local level, new people may, in light of dissatisfaction with a company’s 
operations, step forward to represent the community, challenging existing patterns of 
legitimacy and representation; or traditional governance structures and authorities can 
be undermined when highly employable young men gain influence through 
unprecedented access to money and the ability to gain favours or respect.  

 
CLOs themselves often act as de facto gatekeepers (Agade, 2014). They are in a position to 
mediate or potentially exacerbate power relations.  There are risks in adopting such a position. 
For example, if the CLO works through the mayor of a town to channel communication and 
social investment strategies, the distribution of benefits may be skewed towards those 
stakeholders who have the most influence in the community, a particularly potent issue during 
election periods (see below).   
 
CLOs themselves may be perceived as being ‘elite’, wealthier and better educated than most 
community members. Several of the CLOs we interviewed were – or were perceived to be – 
from local or national elites. Often, compared to local residents, CLOs are paid very well and 
have access to leadership/government, resources and technology and other job benefits.  Some 
CLOs that we spoke to were aware that the community perceived them to be in a position of 
privilege and power, even ‘spoilt,’ as one CLO put it.  
 
Engaging with different levels of society 
A further question is how CLOs themselves engage with different parts of the local society. Do 
they engage with the ‘right’ people or with all the people that they ought to engage with? And 
how do they decide with whom to engage?  Often CLO contacts include local leaders and 
opinion leaders, and while the assumption is that these representatives will disseminate 
information further, it may not ultimately ‘trickle down’ to the rest of the community.  An 
indicator that information is not being disseminated is if the CLOs are continually being asked 
the same questions by different people.   
 
The ways in which CLOs and other company representatives engage with national, regional and 
local government can also be contentious. Issues may be exacerbated where there is poor 
communication, for instance, between CLOs and the company staff engaging with national 
government. The relationship between the local authorities and the company may be poor in 



14 
 

cases where the company is working primarily in partnership with the central government, for 
instance in Uganda (Van Alstine et al, 2014).  In such cases, communities may have more issues 
with their local authorities than with the company, e.g. for not informing them about what is 
going on.  In a northern Russian case study, Wilson (2016) highlights the risk to a company’s 
social licence (e.g. loss of trust), when local communities perceive the company’s community 
liaison staff as being too closely aligned with the regional authorities, while neither the 
authorities nor the company are perceived to be engaging adequately with communities.  
 
The CLOs in our case studies engaged in different ways with community representatives. CLOs 
often deal with individual land users in relation to land-take and compensation, and in other 
cases they are dealing with individual leaders.  In the Eurasian case, CLOs identified ‘the 
community’ and the officials who represent them politically as being two distinct stakeholder 
groups, and built separate strategies for engaging with the distinct groups. By contrast, in the 
European case, CLOs dealt directly (and apparently almost exclusively) with elected mayors from 
the villages along the pipeline route, primarily in relation to social investment spending.   
 
Reaching the wider community 
In general, community engagement approaches that are reinforced by multiple communication 
channels are more successful at reaching the wider community.  In the context of East Africa, 
one oil company communicates via face-to-face meetings at the village and district levels, radio 
talk shows and distributes written information in local languages.  The company has established 
advisory committees at the local level to reflect the interests of a diversity of community 
members.    
 
To ensure wide-reaching engagement and avoid conflicts of interest, the IFC (2007) and Rees 
(2008) suggest avoiding reliance on a single point of contact for intermediation.  For grievance 
resolution, Rees (2008) suggests alternatives such as a local non-governmental organisation 
(NGO), a hotline service, a trade union representative, a community organisation, and/or an 
ombudsman. Broad-based community representation and transparency are seen as critical in 
grievance resolution, impact assessment, local hiring and benefit negotiation (Gardner et al, 
2012; O’Faircheallaigh, 2013). Some companies have created community-facing working groups 
including company and contractor CLOs, community-facing project staff and others to share 
information and develop contingency/risk management plans to avoid escalating conflict. 
 
 
Summary: CLOs need to be aware of local politics and culture, and to be able to work effectively 
with all sectors of society within any cultural or political constraints. The skills of conflict 
resolution, neutral arbitration and objective assessment of local matters are critical to the 
success of community engagement and trust building. CLOs need to avoid playing the role of 
gatekeeper and avoid local perceptions of ‘elitism’ in their role. To reach the wider community 
and avoid conflicts of interest, it may be useful to employ multiple channels of communication 
and intermediation with the community, as long as these are well co-ordinated and locally 
relevant. Community advisory groups need to include representatives of all income groups and 
interest groups, ensuring adequate representation of women, elders, ethnic minorities and 
young people. Given that the majority of hiring decisions will involve compromises of some kind, 
managers need to be aware of and to manage the implications of these compromises. 
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‘Internally I find it 
difficult to get the support 
I need … within the 
company I’m ostracised; 
outside I’m squeezed – 
many people say “you’re 
not doing much”.’  

East African CLO 
 

2.1.3. Balancing the interests of the community and the company 
CLOs need to not only balance the diverse and often conflicting interests of community 
members, but also balance the interests of the community and the company itself. A failure to 
acknowledge or respect the interests of the community could undermine the company’s social 
licence to operate, while a failure to understand the ultimate aims of the project and balance 
these effectively with community demands is unlikely to benefit either party.  
 
CLOs must therefore walk the line between being ‘one of 
them’ (the community they work in) and the company 
representative. Indeed, explicit in the CLO role is that they are 
expected to engage with the community in a way that both 
recognises community values and issues, and also meets the 
business needs of the project or asset, upholding the business 
policies and guidelines of the company.  In some instances, 
the requirements of the company, or the very nature of the 
industry, can be at odds with community interests, and CLOs 
can find themselves caught in the middle, feeling 
compromised.  
 
Information sharing and being able to answer questions from the community 
A key role of the CLO is to provide information to the local community and community leaders, 
for example about the progress being made with the project or asset. Indeed, this is a key 
function of stakeholder engagement and communities tend to expect CLOs to provide answers 
to all of their questions about a project. However, CLOs frequently do not have sufficient 
information to meet this expectation adequately, especially in the early stages of a project. In 
the academic literature, CLOs are frequently characterised as ‘go-betweens’ with little authority, 
information or even understanding of the industry. Agade (2014) observes that communities 
often feel that CLOs represent the interests of the company rather than the community, and 
that CLOs are there to appease community concerns rather than build long term relationships 
with them.  
 
Langston et al (2015, p.441) describe the situation of a CLO working on a gold mining project in 
Indonesia, who feels disempowered due to a lack of information about the project and a feeling 
that the company controls his interactions with the community: 
 

I don’t know about the value of the gold they dig or who owns it.  I don’t know about 
where the money goes or where the gold goes.  I don’t know when the mine will close 
either.  They ask me what the community needs, but then tell me what type of things 
they are willing to give.  A man comes every month to tell me these things. 

 
Our research findings suggest that having access to information and being able to answer 
community questions is indeed an important and challenging area for the CLO (and the 
company).  One European CLO told us: ‘Communities ask us things we can’t answer’.  We found 
this to be the same in the East African context.  This may be due to the junior position of the 
CLOs in the company or the organisational structure in which they operate and the culture of 
the parent company (see Section 2.3.).  Moreover, projects frequently do not make public 
certain detail that communities have an interest in, such as revenue sharing or social investment 
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spending. In many cases, detail about the project and its potential effects is not fully understood 
from the start of CLO engagement with the community, but communities still need to be 
engaged in dialogue, rather than being kept in the dark. In extreme cases the operating 
company and/or government may not want to disclose the full detail of the project for one 
reason or another. 
 
While CLOs may not be privy to top level industry information, they have significantly more 
knowledge about the project than local people. In some cases, we found that community trust 
of CLOs was precarious for this reason. Tensions between these drivers were acknowledged in 
our interviews, but these tensions are not adequately recognised in the academic literature, and 
there was little evidence of coherent thinking about how CLOs might resolve them in the 
industry guidance. 
 
Managing expectations of project benefits 
In addition to provision of information, communities also frequently expect CLOs to provide 
resources and other benefits (especially employment). Being ‘one of the community’ can put 
additional pressures on the CLO if community members expect or demand preferential 
treatment and access to resources. Conflicts of interest often relate to community development 
initiatives. For example, the negotiation of impact-benefit agreements can be subject to the risk 
of benefit capture and manipulation by local elites (Luning, 2012).  Frynas (2005) observes that 
in the worst cases, CLOs have worked in collusion with village leaders to siphon off funds meant 
for community development.   
 
Some of the CLOs we spoke to for this research suggested that the management of community 
expectations was a challenge.  One East African CLO stated that communities expected too 
much. In the early stages of that project, CLOs were initially inundated with requests for support 
from individual community members.  In the light of this, the approach taken by CLO teams 
(such as the European pipeline team) to engage primarily with local leaders on social investment 
spending, would appear to make sense as a way to avoid unmanageable numbers of individual 
requests. However, this also puts CLOs at risk of being pressured by those leaders – something 
that the European CLOs were also well prepared to deal with (see below). The downside of such 
an approach is the lack of community involvement in decision-making relating to social 
investment spending in their communities, which can lead to tension or even conflict. 
 
Yet in spite of the high degree of autonomy that many CLOs have (see below), they often lack 
the authority to make decisions.  The European CLOs that we engaged with highlighted this as 
an issue in one or two situations where they would have liked to have had more authority to 
make a swift decision to resolve an issue locally, but instead had to wait for decisions to be 
made further up the hierarchy, by people who understood the situation less well. 
 
Ethical dilemmas and ‘drawing the line’ 
In an interview for this project, a former senior industry manager observed that in some cases 
engagement and benefits had been directed towards those with whom CLOs had personal 
relationships. For example, one CLO had given a contract for a social investment project to an 
organisation run by a close relative, because they claimed it would ensure that funds would be 
spent well. In another case, in the early stage of the project, relatives of CLOs within 
communities were relied on to mobilise the community to attend meetings and lead social 
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‘We need to make 
clear that we will 
not give favours or 
be “their guy”.’  

CLO, European 
pipeline project 

 

investment projects. Whilst this may be perceived as nepotism or corruption, the rationale 
behind such choices is often to ensure the best outcomes of a project.  
 
This highlights the fact that CLOs often are placed in the 
position of making tough decisions – both personally and on 
behalf of the company - that can have a direct bearing on 
the relationship with the wider community. Despite the 
extent of these challenges, in our interviews, none of the 
respondents mentioned that they had encountered an 
ethical dilemma in the role. It may be that this is a matter of 
perception of what constitutes an ethical dilemma. It is also 
likely that there is some under-reporting.  
 
The European CLOs that we spoke to for this project appeared to be well aware of ethical 
challenges, and addressed them through a combination of following company rules on social 
investment and asserting their personal integrity in their engagement with local leaders. For 
example, one European pipeline CLO said:  
 

There are two [leaders] that I know very well…There are [company] rules and from the 
very beginning I drew the line: ‘I’m going to treat you all equally.’ You need to clarify this 
from an early stage.   

 
‘Drawing the line’ in this way is important for the CLO, but – depending on the context – it can 
be very challenging, given close community ties and the high degree of autonomy the CLO may 
have in the role, especially in more remote locations (see Section 2.3.).  The particular 
challenges also depend to some extent on the specific role and who the CLOs engage with most 
on a day-to-day basis.  In the European and Eurasian case studies, CLOs interact significantly – 
and in the European case, almost exclusively – with community leaders (e.g. the village mayor), 
municipal authorities and other local officials, particularly those with certain responsibilities for 
social investment.  However, in the two East African projects, the CLOs interact with a much 
wider section of the community in addition to leadership.  
 
 
Summary: CLOs are frequently subject to the sense of ‘being squeezed’ when they are trying to 
balance the interests of the community and the company. This means that personal qualities 
such as integrity and objectivity are critical. Having access to information and being able to 
answer questions posed by the community are important to CLOs, along with the authority to 
resolve issues on the ground rather than having to wait for more senior people to make 
decisions. CLOs may be reluctant to discuss or acknowledge ethical dilemmas within CLO roles, 
or unwilling to label them as such. This indicates that these kinds of challenges may be being 
underreported, although clearly there are some CLOs who manage such dilemmas very well.  A 
success factor for addressing these types of challenge, is the CLO’s ability to ‘draw the line’ with 
confidence and clarity when engaging with local community representatives. 
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2.2. Building resilience: skills, responsibilities and team-building 
This section explores the resilience of CLOs and CLO teams by looking at the range and extent of 
day-to-day tasks that CLOs might be responsible for; the skills, competencies and personal 
characteristics required for the job; and issues related to recruitment and how to build effective 
and resilient teams.  

2.2.1. Scope of CLO roles and responsibilities 
CLOs’ responsibilities – and levels of resilience – vary greatly depending on the nature of the 
project. In the literature, insufficient attention is paid to the scale of complexity involved in 
building relationships and managing expectations and grievances within dynamic community 
contexts. The role of CLOs is often analysed in the light of community development projects, 
where they are part of larger processes, engaging in dialogue with community residents, 
managing grievances, and reporting back to managers (Ackah-Baidoo, 2013).  CLOs are also seen 
as ‘informants’, part of the intelligence and early warning systems, especially in conflict-prone 
regions where companies need to ensure stable working conditions (Hönke, 2012). 
   
Case studies detailing the day-to-day experience of individual CLOs are rare in the literature. 
They illustrate the extremely individual nature of these experiences and the extent to which 
they depend on the CLO responding to the local context (see Boxes 2 and 4). Some CLOs may be 
active within local communities; others may never spend much time locally (Gardner et al, 
2012). CLOs may work alongside government in community consultation activities. In some 
cases they might engage primarily with local government in a district centre, only occasionally 
engaging with directly affected communities (Wilson, 2016).   
 
A range of factors might influence the nature of the CLO role, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Factors influencing the CLO role 

The project or asset 
• Stage in life-cycle 
• Contractors 
• Likely employment/de-manning 
• Impact on land, wider 

environment, social fabric 
• Financing 

 
The company 

• Corporate strategy, leadership and 
priorities 

• Policies, brand/reputation and 
track-record 

• Shareholder interests 
 

Society 
• Local customs, norms and practices 
• Legislative/regulatory environment 
• National and local politics 
• Societal and cultural considerations 
• International economic and 

political trends 
 
The CLO him/herself 

• Skills and experience 
• Specialised knowledge and 

qualifications 
• Personal qualities 
• Relationships, internal and external 
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With the overall aim of building and maintaining relationships with the local community, CLOs 
carry out a number of functions, which make the role diverse and challenging. Moreover, CLO 
teams and individual CLOs in different projects have very different responsibilities and priorities. 
It is therefore very difficult to provide a ‘standard’ job description. Yet, in our interviews, the 
development of standard job descriptions and competency frameworks were frequently raised 
by corporate functional leaders seeking to manage the CLO role more effectively. 
 
Up to a point, standard job descriptions and competency frameworks can provide clarity and 
structure to the management of CLO hiring processes and CLO team management. This is 
particularly relevant if CLO managers are located far from where the CLOs themselves are 
based. However, job descriptions and competency frameworks need to be tailored to each 
specific role and they also need regular (e.g. annual) reviews to ensure that they reflect what 
the CLOs are doing in practice, and so as to highlight any professional development or training 
needs.  
 
Box 3 lists the key areas that were highlighted as core to the CLO role from interviews and from 
analysing job descriptions shared with us in the course of the research.  Crucially, however, none 
of the CLOs interviewed undertook all of these tasks. 

 
Box 3: Core elements of the CLO role 
The core CLO role is likely to be made up of some but not all of the elements listed below: 
1. Community engagement (with local leaders, general community members, specific interest 

groups, etc.); 
2. Wider stakeholder engagement (beyond the directly affected local communities – including 

NGOs, regional and national government, media); 
3. Community development planning; 
4. Engagement with local affected stakeholders with the aim of promoting project activities, 

such as completion of a construction phase, or ensuring operations continue smoothly; 
5. Specific technical support to operations (including land access and compensation); 
6. Risk and impact mitigation (including managing and resolving local grievances, conflict 

resolution and mediation); 
7. Social investment programmes (discretionary support for community projects); 
8. Monitoring and evaluation (of project impacts and social investment programmes); 
9. Reporting (including grievance logging and reporting to line managers, senior managers, 

project lenders and the public). 
 
 
We observed some divergence between job descriptions, the way in which the role was 
described by CLOs, and how it was described by senior managers.  For instance, in interviews 
senior managers seemed to give more prominence to reporting and record-keeping, while CLOs 
highlighted negotiation and relationship-building.   
 
We were able to directly compare a job description and CLO interview in the case of one of the 
East African CLOs.  While the substance did not differ dramatically, the CLO we interviewed felt 
that the full extent of the responsibilities listed in his job description was not sufficiently well 
understood by his managers, and he was not given the tools to adequately manage the very 
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complex issues he was expected to deal with.  Moreover, there was a reported tension between 
the very high expectations of local community stakeholders ‘who really feel that everything has 
to be solved by oil companies’ and the internal attitudes that the CLO encountered, namely that 
‘we don’t need to do much’ because it was apparent that the community accepted the project.  
 
There are several specific areas of the CLO role: 
 
Community/stakeholder engagement 
To a certain extent, most of the tasks undertaken by CLOs fall under the broad remit of 
community/stakeholder engagement. Their responsibility to maintain community approval and 
represent corporate interests requires them to be on the ground and visible during day-to-day 
project operations and carry out daily, ongoing stakeholder engagement.  For all CLOs 
interviewed for this study some form of ‘community engagement’ was the main day-to-day task, 
although, as noted above, the CLOs on different projects engaged differently, some engaging 
primarily with local leaders, others with a wider range of community members. Managing high 
community expectations and ‘getting community consultation right’ was a key challenge for the 
CLOs in our study.  
 
One East African CLO noted that the purpose of community engagement is ‘to enable operations 
to run smoothly’.  The European CLOs insisted that their main task was to enable the pipeline to 
be built.  In some cases, CLOs provide community engagement support to other departments 
ranging from support to the social and environmental departments, to holding community 
meetings prior to a project activity to explain and provide information about what is to happen 
and the likely impacts and disruptions, and to advise community members on any safety 
precautions. 
 
Community engagement is central to several other aspects of the CLO role, including the 
management of land issues and social investment spending and the resolution of grievances, as 
discussed below.  
 
Land issues and compensation 
CLO involvement with land issues varied, according to our interviews. In the East African cases, 
the CLOs are directly involved in negotiating access to land and handling compensation claims, 
although meetings to deal with land and compensation matters are usually attended by a 
government representative as well.  Of the CLOs that we interviewed for our study, those who 
were involved in land issues and compensation observed that negotiating relations between the 
company, the community and the local government, especially around land claims, was one of 
their key challenges. In the European case study, CLOs did not deal with land issues, which were 
handled by a separate function in a separate team, with no institutional links between the two 
below senior country management. This has its own challenges (see Section 2.3.1.).   
 
Grievance resolution 
The management and resolution of community and stakeholder grievances is another key 
aspect of the CLO role. Wilson and Blackmore (2013) argue that the effectiveness of a grievance 
mechanism overall depends to a high degree on the experience and work ethic of CLOs. They 
suggest that CLOs ‘need to have a good balance of social expertise, relevant knowledge about 
project risks and opportunities, and be trained in how to use the grievance management 
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systems and understand the benefits of these systems’ (ibid, p.143).  Rees (2008) also highlights 
the importance of training for CLOs in conflict resolution techniques.   
 
Most major companies have a grievance management system which provides a framework for 
CLOs to resolve complaints and disputes.  In one of the East African projects, grievances are 
dealt with by the CLO first at the village level with the involvement of village leaders, and if they 
are not resolved at that level, they pass through the local government structure. In theory after 
this stage, if grievances are not resolved then complainants can take the company to court.  In 
the East African projects the majority of grievances related to land and livelihood issues, 
especially around compensation payments.  There is little material in the literature to illustrate 
the day-to-day experiences of CLOs engaged in resolving grievances. Box 4 offers an insight into 
the working life of a CLO (known in this case as a ‘social communicator’) in the forest sector in 
the Congo. 

 
Box 4: Grievance resolution in the forest sector in the Congo (extract) 
‘The lead social communicator is Gildas Ombiola. Each week he, or other team members, travels 
to the villages of the concession. They are often the first to be informed when local people have 
a complaint. Gildas applies traditional conflict resolution procedures to resolve situations. He 
listens to the issue as described by the complainant. If it is clear to him that [the company] has 
not followed a procedure or has broken one of its commitments he immediately apologises and 
asks villagers to suggest how the problem should be resolved. All present are given enough time 
to express their views. Often these dialogues begin with impossible claims for compensation, 
but as discussions deepen he generally finds that people are reasonable. Gildas carefully 
explains that he will communicate their problem and suggestions for resolving it to the 
[company] directors, but only they can make the decision.  Gildas is a local man and it is 
important that people understand he is trying to be helpful, otherwise he knows he will have 
problems later. While he perceives this as a risk, it is an advantage for both the company and 
the community, as the effectiveness of grievance mechanisms often depends on the 
competency and commitment to the local area of the company staff responsible for working 
with local people.’ 

Source: Lewis, 2013, pp.75-76 
 

 
The extent to which grievance management formed a major part of CLO work varied across our 
case studies.  We found that this depended on the context, the project, the project timeline and 
the robustness of the community engagement system.  In the East African projects, responding 
to grievances was one of the main demands of the CLO role, whereas in the Eurasian context 
grievances were infrequent.  In addition to land issues, employment, dust, damage to property 
and infrastructure, and social investments were also commonly-referenced sources of 
community grievances. 
 
In all cases CLOs were usually designated as the first point of contact for community complaints 
(e.g. their telephone number is written in the grievance leaflet).  In practice, however, there is 
usually a range of corporate and other representatives whom the community may regard as 
having this role, and this was cited by some CLOs as a source of tension and confusion. 
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Supporting the implementation of social investment programmes 
In the European and African cases, the CLOs are actively involved in setting up, running, 
managing and/or reporting on local level social investment programmes and resolving related 
grievances. One European CLO noted that CLOs are ‘the face of [social investment] in the 
community’.  In the European case study, the implementation of social investment provided the 
basis of the relationship between the company and communities, principally as a result of local 
mayors being given primary responsibility for submitting social investment proposals.  In some 
cases, CLOs are given power to make decisions about social investment projects, although this 
power was limited, as decisions could be ‘arbitrarily overridden’ by senior management.  
 
The European CLOs were aware of the risks of local leaders treating the pipeline project as a 
development project and noted that the ability to deliver the social investment programme 
smoothly and without unavoidable delays had a direct impact on community relations – and 
thus potentially on costs and schedule. They believed that this was something which was 
perhaps not apparent to those approving projects in offices located some distance from the 
communities. 
 
Reporting and other administrative tasks 
CLOs provide important feedback to company management about social impacts, stakeholder 
perceptions, grievances and grievance resolution. Given the physical distance between 
corporate management and the sites of company operations, the role of the CLO is crucial to the 
ability of the company to be informed and to respond to issues and/or potential risk (see Section 
2.3.).  
 
Where projects are externally financed, it is also crucial that lenders are able to receive 
adequate and timely reports from the field – and CLOs are integral to delivering this 
requirement. All CLOs in the study noted that they have a significant amount of administration 
and reporting as part of their role. Systematic reporting is a challenge for many working at the 
community/ company interface, as our interviews revealed.  This includes reporting back to 
management and lenders; systematic reporting on and analysis of grievances; and filling in 
forms.   
 
Supervision of CLO teams and/or external consultants 
The CLOs interviewed in East Africa both had supervisory roles as well as direct community 
engagement responsibilities.  These CLOs were tasked with managing external consultants hired 
to carry out baseline surveys or provide external reviews of social investment projects.  
Supervisory level CLOs also manage and support project contractors to ensure that they work to 
company social performance standards. 
 
Crisis response 
When prompted, all CLOs interviewed acknowledged some role in crisis response plans, 
although these roles do not always appear to be formally recognised in incident management 
plans. Indeed working patterns – see below – seem to suggest that while their role with respect 
to crisis response is recognised in theory, it may be difficult to discharge in practice, particularly 
if a crisis lasts for any length of time. 
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Summary: CLO roles and responsibilities vary greatly from project to project.  Standard job 
descriptions and competency frameworks may be helpful for managers, but will need to be 
tailored to the context and regularly reviewed with CLOs themselves. CLO managers need to be 
aware of the range of responsibilities carried out by CLO teams and any challenges they face in 
completing such a great diversity of tasks, often without much day-to-day supervision. 
Challenging aspects of CLO roles include: getting community consultation right and managing 
community expectations; the negotiation of land issues between the company, the community 
and the local government; and carrying out the wide range of systematic reporting required for 
the job. 
 

2.2.2. Skills, competencies and personal characteristics 
Given the diversity of CLO responsibilities, the role requires a wide set of knowledge and skills, 
although the particular skills required of a CLO or a CLO team will vary depending on the project 
and the location.  In general, a range of different skills will be required for CLO teams.  
 
While it is difficult to generalise, our analysis of CLO job descriptions and our interviews 
highlighted several core competencies and characteristics expected of CLOs (see Box 5). 

 
Box 5: CLO core competencies 
The core competencies generally expected for the CLO role include the following: 
1. Skills in negotiation, conflict resolution, problem-solving; 
2. The ability to predict, manage or diffuse potential social tension or conflict situations; 
3. The ability to mediate and manage complex relationships; 
4. The ability to network and influence at different levels; 
5. Good communication skills, including communicating to diverse audiences and delivering 

complex information simply; 
6. The ability to speak the local language(s) and be in a position to share and understand 

community values and concerns; 
7. The ability to build trust and inspire community confidence in the industry/project; 
8. The quality of empathy; 
9. Characteristics of integrity, being ethical and trustworthy;  
10. Tenacity, self-motivation, innovation; and 
11. Resilience, the ability to work alone and in challenging circumstances. 
 
 
It is rare to find all the required skills and knowledge within one individual, and so compromises 
often have to be made, or priority given to one or other  personal competencies or skill set.   
 
Local knowledge 
We found that the primary characteristic of the CLOs across the case studies was their 
knowledge, understanding (and in some cases empathy) with the communities they covered.  
The practitioner literature also tends to highlight the importance of social skills, local 
knowledge, understanding of the company/project and adequate training for their role.  
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‘Standards are vital to 
help companies define 
their approach … Guys 
like me don’t want to 
invent a bicycle every 
time we get a project like 
this.’  

Senior manager,  
Eurasian pipeline project 

 

 
‘A CLO should be professional, 
qualified, with high levels of 
personal integrity, and 
trainable.  Over and above this, 
the person should be able to 
engage respectfully.  So you 
don’t get someone who is going 
to spoil your relationship [with 
the community].’  

CLO supervisor, East African project 
 

The IFC (2007, p.101) states: ‘When hiring community 
liaison staff, consider people who will be able to 
develop and maintain good working relationships 
with the local communities’ (see also Section 2.1.1.). 
 
It is also important for those who manage CLOs and 
for senior managers who need to respond to 
information provided by CLOs to have some first-hand 
experience of local communities.  Wilson et al (2016) 
highlight the importance of executives having ‘front 
line’ experience in local communities so they can 
better understand reports from CLOs and others, and 
the implications of their own decisions.   
 
Education and professional experience 
In general the CLOs we interviewed were all well educated (usually to at least bachelor’s level) 
and some were highly skilled individuals.  They were from diverse work experience backgrounds, 
but many had worked for civil society organizations, often with a background in social science 
related research or community development backgrounds.  In contrast, some of the managers 
of CLO teams had engineering or construction backgrounds, which may have influenced team 
dynamics and perceptions of leadership – positively and negatively (in one case, markedly so). 
 
In many extractive industry contexts, especially the new ‘frontier’ locations for extraction and 
pipeline projects, the CLO role is an unfamiliar one for local society.  CLOs often have no prior oil 
and gas industry experience.  Indeed, the CLO job descriptions that we viewed stated that 
industry experience was ‘desirable’, whereas community development experience was 
‘essential’.  In most cases, there is no legacy of CLO workers in the community.  Of the CLOs that 
we spoke to for this research, only one of them had worked in a similar role previously.  Thus, as 
most potential CLOs are not familiar with the company or the industry itself, and have no prior 
experience of the CLO role, recruitment tends to be based on the personal capabilities and 
qualities of the individual, and their local knowledge and understanding of the local community 
or wider society, and in particular about development issues.   
 
Knowledge of international standards 
The job descriptions we viewed did not specifically require 
knowledge of international standards.  We found that CLO 
managers and others further up the hierarchy commented 
on the relevance of international standards more than the 
CLOs operating on the ground.  In the Eurasian case study, 
none of the CLOs mentioned specific international 
standards or best practice, although a senior manager 
stated that they were important for his work.  In the 
European case study, the CLOs did not see international 
standards as being particularly relevant for their day-to-day 
work.  However, it was evident from talking to their 
managers that international standards did have a role in 
shaping the CLO responsibilities, even if the CLOs were 
unaware of this.  Moreover, during visits of the project 
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lenders to the local communities, they could question CLOs on issues relating to how the project 
is meeting the standards that it has signed up to.   
 
On the other hand, both East African CLOs were well aware of international standards and found 
them to be important in their work, especially in relation to land acquisition, which was an 
important element of their job.  One had been trained specifically in IFC standards on land 
acquisition and how to engage with indigenous communities.  The other had been trained on 
social performance and considered IFC standards to be the most important.  He considered best 
practice to go beyond national regulations and to be ‘ensuring compliance with environmental 
and social [standards] and balancing between business interests and sustainable development’.   
 
Managing complexity and dealing with difficult situations 
CLOs are tasked to build trust and mediate complex relationships in cases where stakeholders 
may not trust one another.  They may need to respond to considerable pressure from local 
stakeholders pursuing particular goals (see Section 2.1.2.). They must appreciate community 
concerns and at the same time represent and support company goals, even though the two may 
not be compatible (see Section 2.1.3.). The job descriptions we viewed and the interviews we 
carried out for this research particularly highlighted the importance of personal qualities such as 
integrity, trustworthiness, fairness, empathy, honesty and having good listening skills.   
 
CLOs often work in challenging contexts: the communities CLOs work in are often remote; the 
environment can be volatile and conflictual. As a result, the job can be physically and mentally 
demanding.  CLOs are frequently dealing with people’s grievances about sensitive issues relating 
to livelihoods and land which can often be intimately tied to culture and identity.  Some CLOs 
interviewed for the study work with little supervision and support from the senior management 
of the company.  This can add to the personal and professional challenges facing CLOs (see 
Section 2.3.2.). Moreover, CLOs recruited from local communities are not themselves isolated 
from social issues endemic in those communities. One respondent gave the example of a CLO 
colleague with a significant substance abuse problem – undetected despite the fact that 
substance abuse was a recognised, widespread and serious issue in the community.  
 
 
Summary: There is increasing understanding about the qualities required to carry out the CLO 
role, including good communication, negotiation and conflict resolution skills, integrity and 
resilience. It is rare to find the full set of skills in one person, so compromises may need to be 
made. A key criterion is local knowledge and understanding of local politics and culture, 
although a CLO does not necessarily need to be from the local community. Industry experience 
is less crucial than community development experience. Knowledge of international standards is 
desirable but not essential. More important appears to be the ability to manage complexity and 
maintain personal integrity in challenging situations involving project stakeholders. Given the 
high stress and the challenges of the job, CLOs also need to demonstrate great resilience, both 
mentally and physically, and be able to work independently as well as in teams. 
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‘Hiring CLOs is a 
bit of a crapshoot.’  

CLO Manager,  
North America 

 

2.2.3. Recruitment and team building 
CLO recruitment and team building are critically important and 
yet difficult and complex tasks. Indeed, one CLO manager from 
North America commented in an interview: ‘Hiring CLOs is a bit of 
a crapshoot’ (i.e. risky/uncertain/a lottery). Despite this, we found 
that there was very little concrete guidance available on 
recruitment. 
 
Motivations for recruitment 
Our research revealed a number of different motivations that explain the nature of recruitment 
and team building.  Sometimes expediency and the need to respond to issues in the moment 
appeared to be key drivers.  We heard anecdotally of one company which apparently selected 
CLOs from groups demonstrating against the project in question as a way of ‘appeasing’ the 
demonstrators. The European CLOs were hired partly due to their familiarity with local politics 
and their ability to engage with local political figures – although not all were recruited initially 
for CLO roles. By contrast, in another case not related to our field visits we were told that CLOs 
had been deliberately hired from outside the local community so that they could remain above 
local politics.  
 
Making well informed CLO hiring decisions requires a certain amount of community knowledge 
in the early stages of a project. This will help to ascertain whether to hire CLOs from the 
community or from outside the community or to employ a mix of both within the CLO team.  
This will require close engagement with – or even temporary recruitment of – local experts in 
order for managers (or exploration geologists) to build adequate knowledge and awareness to 
ensure appropriate hiring decisions are made.  
 
When to hire 
The IFC (2007, p.73) recommends ‘hiring people with the right skills, training, and disposition for 
community liaison work’ and getting them ‘into the field as quickly as possible’. The IFC (2007) 
also observes that exploration geologists often end up carrying out the community liaison role, 
which is generally not ideal (as noted also by Wilson et al, 2016). Therefore it is important to 
hire CLOs early, but, as noted above, it is sometimes difficult to know who to hire (e.g. whether 
from inside or outside the community), until the hiring managers within the company fully 
understand the complexities of the community context. In the case of one of the East African 
projects, the company initially employed community leaders to act as advisers and community 
mobilisers, prior to setting up CLO teams.  
 
Projects evolve over time and CLO teams evolve with them, as was the case with the Sakhalin-2 
pipeline project (see Box 6). The European project initially hired one CLO who covered all of the 
communities along the proposed pipeline, with the other two recruited later. While the team 
felt that they had indeed been involved early in the project, they also said that if they could start 
afresh, they would prefer to hire all CLOs earlier in the life-cycle of the project. In the same case 
study, the fact that hiring decisions were not made very high up the hierarchy and could be 
made by managers with sufficient local awareness was felt to be an advantage.  This allowed for 
flexibility and ensured that those making the hiring decisions had some understanding of the 
community context.   
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Box 6: Sakhalin-2 project: the evolving structure of CLO teams 
During the construction phase of the Sakhalin-2 project, Sakhalin Energy had eight CLOs in 
villages along the pipeline route.  A grievance officer managed the processing of grievances, 
heading up a Grievance Committee, which allocated grievances to specific departments or 
contractors.  Sakhalin Energy had to address indigenous rights issues following protests by 
indigenous peoples in 2008, which were partly influenced by the adoption of UNDRIP in 2007.  
The company set up a targeted grievance mechanism specifically to address issues related to the 
indigenous peoples’ development plan for the project.   
 
During construction, Sakhalin Energy also insisted on its contractors having their own CLOs and a 
social management plan.  The project CLO network was reduced to three people for the 
operations phase, together with a network of information centres in local libraries. The CLO 
representing the indigenous communities remained in place, largely to ensure the successful 
implementation of the ongoing indigenous peoples’ development plan. Former CLOs have been 
voted into public positions based on their record of integrity and transparency in dealing with 
project grievances. 
   

Sources: Novikova and Wilson (2013); Rees (2011); Wilson and Kuszewski (2011) 
 

 
An industry insider pointed out that CLOs are frequently hired on temporary contracts for early 
phases, including construction, so as to allow flexibility in laying off CLOs if they prove to be 
inappropriate for the job for one reason or another. This question also speaks to the issue of job 
security for CLOs (see Section 2.3.2.). 
 
Setting up the management structure 
The management structure of CLO teams depends to a greater or lesser extent on the wider set 
of community-facing functions within the project, including, for instance, whether or not 
construction contractors have their own CLOs, which is increasingly common in pipeline 
projects, or whether a separate external consulting company is managing land claims and 
compensation (see Section 2.3.1.).  
 
In some cases the management structure for CLO teams is planned from the outset and does 
not change much in the course of the project. In some cases it is designed or modified to match 
the personalities and the skill sets of the individuals who are hired.  In some cases it simply 
evolves in an ad hoc manner and is subsequently formalised.  A combination of approaches may 
be optimal in reality, with inbuilt flexibility often a key to success.   
 
It is important to be able to adapt the CLO team structure to fit with the people who are part of 
it, as well as the evolving needs of the project and the affected communities (see Figure 1 in 
Section 2.2.1. for factors influencing the CLO role).  Recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of 
whoever is hired, and ensuring complementarity between them, also seems to be an important 
part of building effective community-facing teams. The CLOs working on the European pipeline 
emphasised how critical the recruitment and team-building process had been, from the 
perspective of organisational structure as well as the mix and compatibility of personalities, 
skills, (local) knowledge and maintaining the strength of local relations.   
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‘A bad day on the job is when 
you realize you have no 
backing.  [My fellow CLOs] have 
my back all the time.  We can 
solve problems.  This does not 
happen across the board.’  

Pipeline CLO 
 

Team resilience 
Resilience of CLO teams depends on the make up 
of the team and how the individual CLOs interact, 
communicate and support one another. Resilience 
may depend on the range of skills provided by the 
CLOs and the way that these complement one 
another. It also depends on whether there is 
sufficient back-up for CLOs in the event of a crisis 
or at times when individuals need to take a break 
from what can be a highly stressful job. 
 
All of the CLOs that we interviewed had responsibility for a defined geographical area.  The 
extent varied, but a typical remit was for, say, 300 kilometres of pipeline covering around 30-45 
communities; or to one or more communities close to a plant.  None of the CLOs we spoke to 
had deputies, or a job-sharing arrangement. In the case of the Eurasian pipeline, CLOs were 
grouped into two teams of three (i.e. two CLOs covered each section of the pipeline route), 
which gave some measure of cover during busy periods, vacation or illness.   
 
In the case of the European pipeline, three CLOs were responsible for three different stretches 
of pipeline and covered for one another in case of need. These CLOs emphasised (and 
demonstrated) the importance of being a close-knit team which was mutually-supportive with 
shared values and an understanding of each other’s roles. It was apparent from our interviews, 
however, that they were effectively working 24/7.  While informal arrangements were in place 
to provide back-up, little thought had been given to the inherent unsustainability of these 
arrangements. However, it became apparent that this was an arrangement that the CLOs 
themselves favoured, as it gave them greater autonomy and flexibility. Nonetheless, there is a 
risk that such an arrangement could make them less resilient, for instance in their ability to deal 
with (and be seen to deal with) ethical issues, or to address allegations of impropriety.   
 
Similarly in relation to crisis management, such working patterns could mean that an incident 
may arise at a time when adequate CLO coverage was unavailable for one reason or another. In 
the European case, a CLO manager stated that he would deputise for a CLO if required in the 
event of a crisis – but this gave rise to concerns about his own role then being inadequately 
covered on the incident management team. 
 
Consistency in CLO teams is a positive strength, and one reviewer of an earlier draft of this 
paper commented on the importance of retaining good CLOs, e.g. maintaining well-performing 
construction CLOs into the operations phase. In the case of the Eurasian pipeline, four of the six 
CLOs have been doing the job for over 10 years, and three were recruited in the year that 
construction began.  The CLOs remain in place post-construction.   
 
The European CLOs all stated that they were committed to seeing construction through, 
although they did not necessarily see their role as continuing beyond that. In fact, one left 
shortly before the publication of this paper. In both the East African projects, the company 
representatives were long-serving (five and seven years respectively), although one of them was 
planning to leave at the time of the interview.  Both were responsible for teams of field CLOs.  
One of the field teams had been reduced from 11 to just three following cuts in the project 
budget.  
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‘Coming into the 
corporate world can 
be brutal for CLOs.’  

Senior manager,  
contracting company 

 

 
With so many community relationships vested in a single person, to what extent are these 
personal rather than institutional?  One reviewer of this paper pointed out that it is frequently 
unclear where accountability lies in the company for community/social risk. And how vulnerable 
is a company when it relies so heavily on individuals?  One senior manager told us that it had 
taken a year to replace one long-standing and well-respected CLO after she had retired.  
 
A further concern for some CLOs is what happens when they are laid off, or the project comes to 
an end.  One of our respondents expressed a concern that CLOs may be ostracised when they 
‘return’ to the community.  CLOs who return to the community have the potential to be 
powerful and effective corporate critics, which suggests that trust between the CLO and the 
company is also a consideration that needs to be taken into account.  
 
 
Summary: There is very little guidance on CLO recruitment for managers. Decisions such as 
whether or not to hire CLOs from the local community, or to construct a team of ‘insiders’ and 
‘outsiders’, requires professional judgement based on a good understanding of the local 
context. This may require the early recruitment of a temporary ‘community advisor’ in order to 
develop the understanding necessary to build CLO teams. The requirements for various phases 
of a project (e.g. exploration, construction, operations and decommissioning) are also likely to 
require different combinations of skills within teams that will evolve over time. Strategic 
planning is important and flexibility is needed so that team structures can evolve to become 
optimal. Several factors contribute to the resilience of CLO teams, including the way that their 
skills and personalities complement one another, and the extent to which they collaborate, 
communicate and support one another, and share one another’s values. Back-up support is 
essential to provide resilience to deal with day-to-day eventualities as well as crisis response. 
This may require back-up plans for CLOs to step in for one another, or the hiring of two CLOs to 
serve one community between them. 
 
 

2.3. Integrating CLOs effectively within the company 
The previous section explored the challenges of hiring CLOs and building CLO teams to create 
effective and efficient teams and ensure their greater resilience. This section goes into more 
detail about the construction of CLO teams, also taking into account the relationship of the 

operating company’s CLO teams and other community-
facing teams, such as construction contractors’ CLOs or 
external consultants carrying out various similar functions, 
such as land compensation or social investment 
programmes. A further key question is how CLOs are 
integrated into the rest of the organisation.  This includes 
the positioning of the CLO role among other community-
facing teams (horizontal relationships); and the way that 
CLOs are integrated within the hierarchy of the organisation 
(vertical relationships).   
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This section also looks in more depth at the CLO as an individual and the personal challenges of 
integrating into a corporate community with a very different culture to the one that they may 
be used to. The cultural and psychological effects of working as a CLO for a major (global) 
industrial project are significant and are often overlooked. An industry manager interviewed for 
this project reflected that while CLOs are often very experienced in development or research, 
they may not be so familiar with the corporate culture, therefore ‘these people need to be 
nurtured and supported’.   

2.3.1. Horizontal integration – communication, co-ordination and efficiency 
CLO teams need to maintain relations with other community-facing personnel working on the 
same project.  The IPIECA manual (IPIECA, 2015, p.83) identifies a number of other roles at the 
community interface in addition to the CLO role, including incident investigators and 
contractors. In a paper looking at the management of oil and gas contracting chains, Wilson and 
Kuszewski (2011) illustrate how the Sakhalin-2 project had a mandatory requirement for 
contractors to hire their own CLOs and implement and report on their own social management 
plans. A key element of managing complex contracting chains is the challenge of effective 
communication and interaction between different levels, and this is no different in relation to 
the different community-facing teams that operate in a project context. 
 
Co-ordinating multiple community-facing roles within a project 
Based on the literature review and our interviews and field work, we sought to capture as many 
as possible of the community-facing roles that were mentioned in a project context.  The 
exercise served primarily to illustrate the complexity of the company-community interface, but 
it also helps to appreciate the challenge of ensuring effective integration of and communication 
between these teams.  An indicative list of positions and roles is provided in Table 2 below. 
 
Relations with construction contractors 
A key challenge is the relationship between the CLOs of an operating company and those of 
contractors and subcontractors.  If this relationship does not function effectively, it can be the 
source of conflict, inefficiencies or indeed dangerous incidents (Wilson and Kuszewski, 2011).  
For instance, in the case of one of the pipelines, the lack of a clear allocation of responsibilities 
between the pipeline operator CLOs and the contractor CLOs undermined trust between the 
CLOs and the communities along the pipeline route, leading to potential conflict.  
 
One of the operating company CLOs that we spoke to commented that the contractor CLOs 
were ‘largely irrelevant other than, possibly, offsetting legal liability for community delays’ and 
suggested that it might be better if the operator had, at the very least, control over hiring 
decisions relating to contractor CLOs.  
 
Even before construction contractors are in place, the operating company may hire a consulting 
company to carry out an environmental and social impact assessment (ESIA) or comparable due 
diligence exercise. These consultants will need to engage with the local community. If CLOs are 
in place then they will need to co-ordinate their engagement. If not then they will need to 
ensure that the CLOs who are finally hired are made aware of the engagement that has taken 
place during the preparation of the ESIA, and importantly the commitments that have been 
made. 
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Table 2: Range of community-facing roles identified by the research 
Type of community-facing role Indicative activities 
Direct employees 
Exploration geologists, engineers 
and field managers 

Often the first to make direct contact with communities and carry out a 
community liaison role. 

Community liaison officers (CLOs) 
(or community relations 
officers/project representatives)  

Roles vary greatly, including community consultation; grievance 
resolution; social investment.  May cover a large area along a pipeline 
route, or be confined to one small village. 

Labour liaison officers/sectoral 
CLOs 

Manage local labour issues/manage the interests of a particular sector 
(e.g. agriculture or tourism). 

CLO line managers/other 
managers with direct community 
contact 

Support field CLOs and manage CLO teams; maintain communication 
with senior management. Sometimes based in a different location to the 
field CLOs. May deputise for CLOs in certain situations. 

Social field monitors Monitor construction contractors (mostly technical issues). 
Stakeholder engagement teams Manage public consultation/engagement, often together with CLOs. 
Grievance officers Grievance resolution, e.g. processing; grievance committee; oversight. 
Roving grievance officers Grievance resolution; CLO team support. 
Grievance/incident investigators Grievance investigation/direct engagement with affected parties. 
Whistle-blowing focal points Address issues related to whistle-blowing. 
Pipeline technicians Engage with communities regarding pipeline construction/maintenance. 
Field security advisors Engage with communities on security issues. 
Human resources staff Engage with local employees and job seekers. 
Executive managers Rarely visit communities and engage with local people, but good practice 

indicates that it is beneficial. 
Contractors 
Impact assessment consultants Engage with communities during preparation of impact assessments; 

may work with CLOs if CLOs are in place by that time. 
Construction contractor CLOs Engage with project-affected people (PAP). 
Construction contractor socio-
economic managers 

Engage with local community leaders; discuss social investment 
opportunities; management/oversight of CLO teams. 

Public relations officers Carry out broadly-defined site-based public-facing roles. 
Land acquisition contractors/ 
resettlement consultants 

Manage land acquisition surveys; engage with PAPs relating to land 
claims and compensation. 

Construction subcontractors Engage frequently with communities in the course of construction work. 
Third parties 
Trade Union representatives Local worker representation. 
Mayor/local council members Gather/pass on grievances; engage on social investment programmes. 
Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs); other civil society groups 

Formally/informal represent community interests; advisory roles; social 
investment; grievance resolution; monitoring; grievance arbiter role. 

Third-party hotline service team Record grievances and engage with aggrieved parties. 

Third-party monitoring team Monitor community perceptions; provide independent advice/scrutiny. 
‘Information consultants’ in local 
libraries  

Provide information, responding to questions from local community; 
assist with grievance resolution. 

Sources: literature review and interviews 
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Communication across teams 
The horizontal management structure was particularly complex in the case of one pipeline in our 
study.  While there were CLOs for different lengths of the pipeline, there were also several other 
teams dealing with various other community issues in the same location.  This included not only 
contractors, but also consultants hired to manage land-related issues. In general their relative 
responsibilities were clear cut, but there were cases of overlap, and there had been some cases 
where a lack of communication between the teams had undermined the effectiveness of both 
teams.  The CLOs themselves had several reporting lines: to the project, the function and to 
country management.  The CLOs also made it clear that they could work well with some teams, 
but not with others.  As a result the overall picture was of a poorly integrated set of teams 
horizontally, where activities were only aligned and issues resolved when they were escalated 
up to the country management level. 
 
 
Summary: It is often the case that several different teams have community-facing roles within 
one project and it is critical that these teams maintain effective working relations and good 
communication with one another. A lack of co-ordination can lead to stress and can undermine 
community relations. A key challenge is the relationship between the CLOs of an operating 
company and the CLOs and community-facing staff of contractors and consultants. There is no 
standard way to construct a set of community-facing teams. Given the nature of this work, it is 
to be expected that teams and functions are tailored to the local circumstances. There is a need 
for standard sets of principles or a common rationale for making decisions on managing 
relations between various community-facing project functions.  
 
 

2.3.2. Vertical integration: structure, communication and support 
There are different forms of integration. One way of looking at it is from the structural 
perspective – to what extent are CLOs structurally integrated, i.e. who do they report to and 
how are those teams managed, how strong are the links with other teams in the vertical 
hierarchy. Related to the structural point is the level and quality of communication between 
teams and throughout the hierarchy. Another way of looking at it is the extent to which CLOs 
feel that they are supported. Do they think their work is understood and appreciated by their 
line managers and more senior members of the company? And how far is this a CLO-specific 
problem, rather than a challenge for teamwork as a whole? 
 
One reviewer of an earlier draft of this paper observed that managers in mining and oil and gas 
companies tend to place greater value on ‘hard’ technical skills, especially in more junior staff 
and that the ‘softer’ skills required from CLOs may be undervalued. The reviewer suggested that 
part of the problem was the predominance of people trained in engineering with little 
understanding of the complexities of managing political and social relations locally or regionally.  
 
Structural integration 
In the literature, studies by Rees and Vermijs (2008), Rees (2011), and Wilson and Blackmore 
(2013) provide some detail about the way that CLO roles are integrated into the company 
hierarchies and wider systems, particularly in the context of grievance resolution, emphasising 
the need to balance formal systems (databases and formal reporting) with informal processes 
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based on dialogue with the community.  The results of community dialogue may be more 
difficult to convey between CLOs and more senior levels of management.  Several CLOs and 
managers that we spoke to for this research observed that functions responsible for community 
engagement (usually, but not exclusively the health, safety and environment or external affairs 
function) were poorly integrated into the rest of the corporate hierarchy more generally. Clear 
reporting structures are crucial for CLOs to exercise authority in decision-making processes, as 
the IFC (2007, p.102) guidance states:  
 

In order to be effective, CLOs need to have the authority to negotiate on behalf of the 
company.  This requires a clear reporting structure and clarification as to which 
decisions they can take unilaterally and which are to be passed on to higher levels 
within the company.  Direct reporting lines also enable senior managers to more 
effectively control risks by being kept informed of this type of field-level information in a 
timely manner.  The more likely it is that the concerns of local stakeholders might pose a 
risk or reputational issue for the project, the more important it is for CLOs to have a 
direct channel to senior managers. 

 
A key aspect of the ‘structural challenge’ for CLOs is the frequent observation that CLO jobs are 
not seen as ‘core’ to the company. This affects the way that decisions are made, and the extent 
to which CLOs feel valued and respected within the company. A CLO manager interviewed for 
this project noted that the CLOs were sometimes viewed as non-core staff, partly because they 
are some of the lowest graded people in the team, equivalent to a secretarial grade in an office-
based environment.   
 
Communication 
The importance of good communication between CLOs and their managers and other elements 
of a project (including contractors) is frequently highlighted (IFC, 2007; Rees, 2011; Wilson and 
Blackmore, 2013).  Key challenges identified by the CLOs we spoke to for this study included 
getting themselves heard by their managers and promoting understanding higher up the 
hierarchy of the importance of social issues and non-technical risks. One East African 
interviewee cited his main challenge as being the internal appreciation of the CLO role: ‘The CLO 
function is not seen as a core business function, so is not given priority within the company’.  
 
CLOs are often the first to go if there are budget cuts in an extractive project – and yet when 
budgets are reduced or schedules changed, CLOs may be needed more than ever to manage the 
impacts that these kinds of changes can have on communities. The CLO manager of one pipeline 
project acknowledged that the CLO voice is limited within the company: ‘How can we expect 
CLOs to be listened to by senior management when we don’t even listen to them in our own 
team?’   
 
Personal relations and frustrations 
The CLO’s intimate knowledge of the local community can make it more apparent to the CLO 
that the company management do not understand and respect the local context and this can 
cause frustration. Several CLOs that we spoke to in the course of this project mentioned 
situations when they had felt under-appreciated or had been undermined by their colleagues. 
This ranged from outright comments that their work had no value, to situations where someone 
had failed to support them in a difficult conversation or decision. Moreover, as one industry 
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‘My worst day on the job 
was when somebody 
from my company told 
me that they did not see 
the value in what I was 
doing.’  

East African CLO 
 

insider pointed out, CLOs are often the first to be blamed if something goes wrong in the 
community. 
 
CLOs themselves displayed various attitudes to their line managers, and others throughout the 
hierarchy, ranging from people whom they call on frequently for advice, to others who they felt 
did not understand local realities and therefore undermined their work by making poor 
decisions that they then had to follow.  In one instance we observed challenging behaviour from 
CLOs towards their line and functional management; strong personalities who enjoyed a lot of 
autonomy in the field and did not seem to respect immediate managers, preferring instead 
direct communication with more senior staff. 
 
A reviewer of an earlier draft of this paper observed 
that managers in mining companies tend to place 
greater value on technical skills, while viewing the soft 
skills needed to perform the role of the CLO as less 
valuable. This reviewer suggested that part of the 
problem was the predominance of people trained in 
engineering with little understanding of the 
complexities of managing political and social relations 
in a given community. 
 
Job security 
CLO contracts are frequently temporary in the early stages of a project, even as far as to the end 
of construction (see Section 2.2.3. above). However, awarding longer-term or permanent 
contracts is a strong indication of corporate commitment to a role and the individual that fills it. 
Job security plays a role in how well-integrated CLOs feel within the organisation. Both of the 
East African representatives are employed on permanent contracts with a one-month notice 
period.  In the case of one pipeline project, the CLOs were initially employed via an international 
agency that managed most of the temporary recruitment for the pipeline construction, but in 
2010 the operating company made them permanent employees.   
 
Equipment and staff support for CLOs 
There was a fairly consistent list of physical equipment provided to the CLOs that we 
interviewed: car, GPS, computer, mobile phone and other office equipment.  None of the CLOs 
raised any concerns about not having the right ‘kit’ for the job.  While some CLOs had an office 
base, several worked from home, although spending most of their time on the road.   
 
Direct access to secretarial or administrative support was, however, patchy among the CLOs that 
we spoke to – and the lack of back-office support was cited as a source of stress. The European 
CLOs suggested that an administrative assistant would greatly enhance their ability to carry out 
their roles effectively. They also complained that they had been waiting for months for software 
that was meant to make reporting easier; and they suggested that a phone app would be useful 
to report community engagement back each week.  
 
IPIECA (2015) suggests that CLOs work with a grievance officer (responsible for tasks such as 
recording complaints and keeping complainants informed); as well as the community relations 
manager and heads of responsible departments, as appropriate.  It is worth noting that none of 
our case studies suggested that the guidance in the IPIECA manual on support staff was being 
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adhered to, at least not in the level of detail specified in the manual. No one referred to a 
grievance manager, for instance, while some complained about a lack of administrative support, 
particularly for reporting. 
 
The interviews disclosed some common weaknesses which could be usefully addressed, 
particularly the consequence of what was described as the ‘first line of defence’ being built on 
one person working 24/7.  At its most extreme, concerns were expressed about the lack of a 
supportive corporate culture for CLOs: ‘You have to have their backs if you want them to do 
their jobs’, said one senior manager. But another was blunt: ‘There needs to be greater 
awareness [of the CLO role] among higher leadership.’ 
 
Training 
A question about whether CLOs had been given the right training elicited mixed results. Training 
in equipment use, basic health and safety training and in some cases communication training 
was often cited. But training in the ‘softer’ skills was mentioned by more senior managers as 
being an area where improvement might be needed: negotiation skills, managing difficult 
conversations and so on.  
 
More telling was that all of the senior managers felt that CLOs were not given enough support to 
understand the basics of corporate life: as we have seen for many CLOs (agronomists, teachers, 
poets) this was their first experience of working in any company, never mind a major 
international one. And one stated that they had only just realised that the CLOs were not 
trained in what to do in the event of a crisis – several years after they had been appointed. 
 
 
Summary: Vertical integration can be understood in terms of structure, communication and 
support for CLOs. Organisational structures can vary greatly, with complex hierarchies and 
reporting lines, and some CLOs reporting to managers based in the national capital or in another 
country. Support can be provided in the form of equipment and technology, support staff, and 
moral and practical back-up from colleagues and managers. Frequently the CLO role is not seen 
as ‘core’ to the company structure and this, combined with poor communication and lack of 
support, can serve to make CLOs feel undervalued. Key issues for CLOs include: ensuring 
appropriate support functions are in place (e.g. administrators); the difficulties of getting 
themselves heard by their managers; promoting understanding higher up the hierarchy that 
social issues and non-technical risks are critically important; and too much bureaucracy and too 
many reporting lines. 
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3. Pinpointing gaps in the guidance  
A key observation from our analysis of the literature and guidance relating to the company-
community interface is it tends to focus more on process than on people (or relationships).  It 
tends not to consider the personal challenges of being a CLO or the ways in which CLOs 
themselves, their team structure, corporate culture, and line management affect how 
community liaison work is carried out.  This means that opportunities are being lost in improving 
community liaison performance, while risks are being managed in an ad hoc rather than a 
structured way.  We summarise the most significant gaps in the research below. 

• The benefits of the CLO role have not been calculated: There has been no cost-benefit 
analysis of the effect of, for example, having a CLO team in place versus not having one, or 
when the optimal time to recruit a CLO team might be. Do CLOs make exploration easier or 
decommissioning less painful – and how do they contribute to the efficient completion of 
both?  There is no study of the critical times when CLOs might be needed, for instance when 
budgets are reduced, community projects may be discontinued, and yet CLOs may also be 
laid off. There has been no consideration of the contribution, positive and negative, that 
CLOs have made to community-related interruptions to construction or operations. 

• The CLO voice tends to be missing: CLOs themselves rarely have a voice in the literature, 
even when they have contributed as respondents, or co-authored papers. For instance, 
issues that are particularly significant to CLOs themselves, such as access to information and 
being able to answer community questions, or having the authority to resolve issues on the 
ground, are not tackled as CLO dilemmas. Instead, in academic literature, CLOs might be 
criticised from a community perspective for not responding to their needs; while the 
industry guidance tends to overlook such challenges, despite coverage of other aspects of 
community engagement or grievance resolution. 

• The CLO role is not viewed from the human perspective: There is a lack of case study 
evidence of personal and psychological challenges faced by CLOs. There is scope for more in-
depth exploration of the risks of empowerment/ disempowerment; conflicts of interest; the 
challenges of balancing community and company needs; and issues of gender equity; and 
for developing systematic approaches to managing such risks. We did not find any analysis 
of psychological challenges; sources of stress; personal risk of physical attack; or approaches 
to dealing with these challenges while ethical challenges tend to be downplayed.   

• The resilience of individuals and CLO teams has not been analysed: We found no analysis 
of the issue of resilience of individual CLOs or teams and the effects of poor internal 
communication on CLOs’ ability to do their job properly. There are serious issues around 
managing multiple community-facing teams that cover the same community (e.g. from one 
or more operators and their contractors) – related to the ability to manage risk and ensure 
organisational coherence and effectiveness. 

• The implications of wider social effects on the CLO-community relationship have not been 
fully considered: There is increasing awareness about wider, systemic issues that may affect 
project implementation and local development opportunities (e.g. changes in commodity 
prices and capital markets or the community impacts of projects that fail to materialise). 
There is scope to explore these challenges further with a focus on the effect these may have 
on the job security of CLOs, as well as the positive role that CLOs could play in mitigating the 
negative effects of these situations for communities. 
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4. Conclusions and recommendations 
 

The literature and this pilot research project have identified the fact that international good 
practice standards can only go so far, and that the management of community relations relies 
on human interactions, personal integrity and judgment, exercised in localised and often 
stressful situations.  CLOs are often at the forefront of this adaptation and implementation of 
international standards.  Their responsibilities are partly determined by international standards 
and company policy, but are also highly dependent on their own ability to build relationships 
and to understand and respond to local situations, and to apply their own judgment to the 
delivery of company policy in communities.  

Preliminary recommendations based on our analysis include the following: 

▪ Develop coherent ways of defining and managing the CLO role: This might start from an 
exercise to map CLO roles against a project timeline and other variables which might affect 
their role. Common templates for team structures, job descriptions, competency 
frameworks and training protocols could be developed, but they will need to be tailored to 
the specific local and corporate context in order to build optimal models.  Comprehensive 
guidance could help to highlight key issues, challenges and generic requirements.  A more 
coherent training ‘curriculum’ for a CLO might include knowledge of the company; 
negotiation and communication skills; having difficult conversations with community 
representatives; knowledge of the standards and practices being adhered to by the 
company, as well as best practice elsewhere; bribery and corruption training; and relevant 
task-specific training. 

▪ Improve organisational effectiveness: This is highly dependent on the context.  It would 
appear to make sense to create an aligned team, managed by the operating company as the 
de facto public ‘face’ in communities, to ensure optimal levels of communication and 
interaction between the community representatives of various departments, contractors 
and consultants.  Internal communication can be improved through clarifying and 
simplifying reporting lines, providing clear guidance on authorisation for making quick 
decisions and addressing urgent community issues, while avoiding arbitrary actions to over-
ride decisions made by staff at the community level.  Computer software and phone apps 
might also help to create more user-friendly systematisation of reporting.  CLO teams may 
also benefit from administrative assistance to support tasks including reporting, scheduling 
and organisation of logistics.  

▪ Improve cross-organisational understanding: Increase levels of engagement between 
organisations (e.g. host governments, companies and contractors) to understand some of 
the cross-organisational challenges in more detail, establish mutual expectations, and 
develop approaches to reduce the common risks of multiple community-facing roles, such 
as poor co-ordination, poor communication, failure to respond effectively to crises, and 
community fatigue, confusion or conflict.  

▪ Enhance and support training/capacity building for potential local CLOs: There is 
experience (for instance in Peru and Papua New Guinea) of targeted national/local 
educational courses designed to prepare local populations for work as community liaison 
personnel for the extractive industries.  It would be worth analysing this experience and its 
beneficial effects, and exploring the possibilities of implementing similar initiatives in other 
countries hosting extractive industries. 
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▪ Incorporate learning from the field into improving the effectiveness of good practice 
guidance and standards: By better understanding the implications of what is happening in 
the field – and better understanding CLOs and other community-facing roles – it should be 
possible to ensure that policies, standards and guidance are better suited to shaping these 
roles and meeting the needs of those who carry them out – and thus ultimately more 
effective.  

▪ Improve understanding through further research and dissemination of findings: We have 
identified several key areas for further research.  A more extensive survey could follow from 
this preliminary study, while further in-depth case studies could provide insights into the 
day-to-day work of CLOs and the impacts on company operations. Targeted questions for 
future research might include: 

o What kind of structure of community-facing teams would suit communities best?  
What expectations do communities have of the work of CLOs? 

o To what extent are the day-to-day activities of CLOs dependent on the community 
and corporate context?  To what degree can expectations, responsibilities and 
challenges be predicted in advance? 

o What are the risks of CLO empowerment/disempowerment; conflicts of interest; 
the challenges of balancing community/company needs; and issues of gender equity 
in community engagement processes?  How can these risks be identified, assessed 
and managed effectively?   

o What are the costs and benefits (to the company/community) of having an effective 
CLO team in place?  What are the costs of not having a CLO or the proper number of 
CLOs in place? 

o What are the critical phases of a project life-cycle when CLOs are most needed and 
what particular role do they play in these critical times?  These might include early 
exploration, transfer of assets between operators, unscheduled budget cuts, early 
abandonment of a project, and decommissioning. 
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Acronyms and abbreviations 
 
 
BTC 
CLO 
ESIA 
IFC 
IPIECA 
NGO 
OECD 
PAP 
UN 

 
Baku-Tbilis-Ceyhan (pipeline) 
community liaison officer 
environmental and social impact assessment 
International Finance Corporation 
the global oil & gas industry association for environmental & social issues 
non-governmental organisation 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
project-affected people 
United Nations 
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Community liaison officers: exploring the frontline of corporate practice in the oil and gas sector 

 

Community liaison officers play a critical role in developing and maintaining relationships with 
communities in and around the sites of company operations. When their role is structured and supported 
well, they make an essential contribution to a company’s social licence to operate. Yet there has been 
little effort to understand CLOs and the challenges they face in any kind of systematic way. There has 
been no cost-benefit analysis of the CLO role. The CLO ‘voice’ is missing in the literature on community 
engagement and the role is often not viewed in human terms, but as an adjunct to a process. The 
resilience of individuals and teams has not been well understood. And the effects of hiring decisions and 
CLO behaviours on communities have not been fully considered. 

This paper begins to address these gaps. It is based on a review of current academic and practitioner 
literature; a questionnaire survey; and a series of interviews with CLOs and industry managers, some of 
which were undertaken in our case study countries. The paper offers analysis and a set of 
recommendations for improving organisational effectiveness, supporting CLO teams and building 
capacities. It also suggests further areas of work, including research and development of corporate 
training tools and guidance.  
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