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KEY POINTS
•

Australian governments usually implement top down regional development, but many
Australian scholars question the effectiveness of this approach

•

A bottom up, participatory process is highly relevant for future rangelands development

•

A series of discussions across the region will reap long term benefits by engaging
residents in the change process

•

The goal should be institutional change as well as changes in the regional economy

•

People engage in bottom up participatory change processes as individuals, not as
official representatives of organisations or agencies

•

Governance of the process should involve men and women from diverse backgrounds

•

Devolving control to an action planning/governance group comprised of people with
diverse range of backgrounds who have knowledge of the region is more likely to result
in a change process that meets the needs of Western Queensland

•

Engaging a diverse group of residents in the change process provides important external
connections and additional skills

•

Good relationships and collaboration with a broad range of people and organisations
within, and beyond the region are essential aspects of bottom up change processes

•

Collaborative action requires good communication among participants and residents

•

To progress beyond business as usual (BAU) it is necessary to bring in new ideas from
outside the region to stimulate new thinking and actions within the region

•

Different actors, approaches, actions and processes will need to be implemented to
achieve successful institutional, environmental and economic change in the rangelands

•

A triple focus process of collective engagement, and changing institutional
arrangements as well as economic conditions is most likely to be suitable to create
successful change in the region

•

This triple focus will require people with specific skills in commercial
entrepreneurship, institutional entrepreneurship and locational entrepreneurship.
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Regional Change in Western Queensland Rangelands
Australia’s regions clearly face a complex set of interrelated issues, causes and impacts. For many
years, Western Queensland rangelands have faced a declining economic wellbeing, brought about
as a result of a series of adverse events (see Figures 1& 2). It is not clear how this situation might
be addressed to provide the best advantage across the region. Yet it is very clear that something
must be done to address the social and economic conditions, population outflow, and overall
declining wellbeing in the region.
This paper is not a systematic review of published material, but instead aims to illustrate how
different mechanisms might work in the rangelands to improve human wellbeing. The review
examines some of the different approaches, social processes and mechanisms that can influence
change in the Western Queensland rangelands. The concepts, tools and social mechanisms
discussed in this paper relate to place-based processes rather than change in organisational or
national settings. The material reviewed in this paper is drawn from diverse fields, including
regional and international development, human geography, rural studies, entrepreneurship and
innovation, social marketing, social entrepreneurship, collective action, and community
development. Each of these fields is a distinct area of research and practice, and each has a common
desire to understand how to improve society in an increasingly complex world. The core principles,
processes and mechanisms used across these fields to address change in a rural region tend to be
applied in a consistent manner. Some material discussed in this paper relate to my personal
experience, but most has been published.
Some models relevant to the Western Queensland rangelands are incorporated into this paper as
visual illustrations of concepts, change approaches and mechanisms. Some examples of relevant
change projects are also discussed briefly to illustrate how researchers have conceptualised their
studies and findings.
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Figure 1. Ecological view of rural adversity
(Lawrence-Bourne et al., 2020, p7)

Figure 2. cycle of
adverse rural events and
impacts (LawrenceBourne et al., 2020, p8)

Lawrence-Bourne and colleagues (2020) propose rural adverse conditions might be alleviated with
a systems approach involving six interventions:
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1. Investments in physical environment: mitigation strategies, disaster responses, infrastructure;
2. Grief and loss support: counselling, loans and grants, assistance with recovery support
options;
3. Rural development agencies: planning and investment for communities;
4. Community development activities, build social capital;
5. Mental health services: prevention, outreach, treatment, support, access strategies (literacy,
reducing stigma, local pathways to services);
6. Policy, planning and financial support for risk mitigation (Lawrence-Bourne et al., 2020, p8).

All of these programs would improve the wellbeing of people living in rural Australia. However,
the complex and interrelated issues currently affecting remote regions, such as Western Queensland
rangelands, require a broader approach to achieve sustainable change. Assessing the underpinning
principles of place-based change helps to clarify why regional development in Australia has not
always been successful. Beer et al (2020) propose seven core principles:
1. Regional change is focused on a bounded area.
2. Engagement with local social institutions is a core feature.
3. Place-based change must attend to governance.
4. The development process must create and capture value in the region.
5. Place-based projects must consider sustainability for a long period.
6. The change process will include assistance for individuals and groups to adjust to challenges.
7. Effective policies and approaches to address regional development acknowledge the emotional
impacts of structural change (adapted from Beer et al., 2020, p41).
Beer’s list suggests successful regional change should be a relatively straight forward policy
process. The Federal and State Governments sometimes act to support Australia’s regions, but
Governments often struggle to meet the needs of specific places because of competing
interests and the failure of the wider public to understand the complex challenges confronting
localities. There may also be a tendency of some central government agencies to seek to
retain control. But commonly one of the greatest challenges faced by governments, elected
officials and professional officers alike is the difficulty in implementing long-term solutions.
A potential answer to these challenges may lie in the power of local leadership in cities,
regions and small communities. As place leaders, they have a commitment and vested interest
in enhancing the well-being of the places in which they live. They have specific knowledge
of the local area and provide social networks and other resources that assist the delivery of
policies. Importantly, they have the capacity and motivation to take a long-term perspective
(Beer et al., 2020, p47).
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Eversole (2018) agrees with Beer, observing that Australian governments start from an assumption
that the densely populated capital cities should always be the dominant focus for development.
Regional issues in Australia are a mix of place-specific concerns – the constraints and
opportunities that face particular regions – and the issues and concerns that are shared across
all of Australian’s non-metropolitan regions. If regional Australia is another nation, its
common language is a sense of isolation, of distance from the centres of decision making. Its
shared issues revolve around questions of equity – between the regions and the capital cities
– and sustainability – economic, social, and environmental (p4).
Regional development is often conceptualised as an economic task in Australia: but it is essentially
a social process. Regional development occurs as a result of changes in social norms and structures.
Changing these then enable broader development processes to be implemented, including
economic. Thus, to implement and sustain beneficial change over time, it is vital to understand the
social mechanisms that underpin the change process, and the institutions that facilitate (or impede)
interactions, roles and behaviours of people in the region. The social norms in the region will
change as residents change their individual expectations, attitudes and behaviours, and these new
social norms then enable new development approaches to be applied. These development changes
and subsequent impacts may occur at either a deep or surface level (see Figure 3).
Stephan and colleagues’ (2016) concept of ‘deep’ or ‘surface’ level change mechanisms
demonstrates that change might result either be local or systemic, and create new arrangements that
may only offer short term benefits, or new structures, processes and institutions that are more
enduring.

Figure 3. Deep or surface level positive change
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While most change processes operate in a formal or informal organisational context, this paper
does not examine the role of organisations in the change process. Government led regional
development policy is not examined in this paper, since this is beyond the capacity of local people
and organisations to produce change. Instead, the paper considers processes and actions that offer
the capacity for local ‘actors’ to organise or influence regional development with the aim of
improving human wellbeing. An ‘actor’ is the abstract sociological term for an independent entity,
such as an individual, group, organisation, or nation. Actors have the capacity to pursue a goal
across an array of societal situations, and they work independently and without coercion. Actors
may be considered as ‘agents’ when they act purposefully in a social, economic or political sphere,
for example as part of a regional change process (Hwang et al., 2019).

PART 1 of this paper briefly considers the effect of context on a regional change process, then
presents the foundations of top down and bottom up change processes. Then the three steps
involved in the process of initiating a bottom up change approach are explained.

PART 2 considers some of the social mechanisms that influence change processes. Regional
change involves many social mechanisms in a complex process of interactions, persuasion and
innovation. Not wanting to write an encyclopedia, this paper examines communication,
collaboration, institutions, and governance. Some relevant models of these mechanisms are
provided to illustrate the social processes underpinning regional change.

PART 3 considers how regional development ‘actors’ (individuals or organisations) can be
influenced to change attitudes and behaviours. This section offers an overview of some fields of
practice that have the capacity to effect regional change projects social marketing, social
entrepreneurship, collective action, social movements, and community development. Some change
models are presented to illustrate different approaches and processes that have been applied
successfully in relevant regional or rural studies.
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PART 1: Initial Engagement Process
Change Context
Placed based change processes must be applied with consideration of local structural arrangements,
conditions and opportunities. The local context has an important influence on change processes,
and may either enable or constrain potential outcomes. Local history, along with the physical,
social, cultural arrangements, and institutional structures shape how people understand and react
to different situations (Owens & Driffill, 2008). Local environments may offer previously
unforeseen opportunities, or access to information or other valuable resources. Deliberative
democracy and civic engagement processes can enable citizens to influence local situations
successfully (Stephan et al., 2016)
The Australian rangelands cover a vast rural area, with mainly low rainfall, poor soil and low
population density. The rangelands are isolated from the densely populated cities which offer the
richest prospects for employment, quality education, health and other services. The region relies
on the mining and agricultural industries, mainly grazing, but neither industry offers extensive
employment opportunities. With economic activity concentrated in the state capital cities, the
physical, political and economic isolation of the rangelands affects the culture of the region, and
how it engages in regional development policy and practices (Eversole & Walo, 2020).
Rangelands residents across Australia have developed a strong sense of identity, characterised by
a visceral sense of place and local connection, and a culture of resilience (Courvisanos et al., 2016).
This distinct culture strengthens the capacity of residents’ capacity to survive tough times. At the
same time, it provides little incentive to engage with new possibilities, and it reduces their readiness
and capacity to engage in change processes. In particular, the remoteness of the rangelands from
Australia’s densely populated cities, combined with poor access to ICT in rural Australia, limits
opportunities for residents to access external ideas or influence external processes. The region is
increasingly out of sight of mainstream political processes, and as a consequence is much less
central in government policy. Political invisibility in the rangelands is unlikely to change until there
is a significant and proportional increase in population compared with coastal cities.
With the aim of improving human wellbeing, the process of establishing some form of change in
the region starts by engaging people in the change process. Societal change occurs when many
individuals change what they believe, and what they do. People are more likely to change what
they do when their family and peer group value the new behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2000). For this
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reason, regional development needs to engage residents across the region in a process of cultural
persuasion.
At the beginning of the regional change process, a small group of people get together, acknowledge
that change is necessary, and decide there is a need to do something beyond complaining. In
general, this is usually local residents who are very unhappy with the situation of rural industries
and regions facing a constant threat of decline. In most cases, the change process starts by seeking
government support. Yet Eversole (2018) asserts that Australia’s non-metropolitan regional
development policy is reactive, and focused on alleviating deficit and disadvantage rather than
developing new industries, local capacities and skills. Even while governments emphasise scale
and place-based solutions, governance in the regions is weak and poorly coordinated, and resources
and decision making remain concentrated in capital cities. The complex multilayered system of
government also hinders rather than assist regional change. The need to constantly consult across
the three tiers of government hampers effective regional decision making and capacity to build
local knowledge and develop skills (Eversole, 2018).

Top Down and Bottom Up Change Processes
Regional change tends to emerge after recognition that a region is suffering economically as a result
of an external change, such as government deregulation, changes in the global market, unstable
commodity prices, emergence of successful competitors, or changes in consumer preferences. The
goal may be to transform the region. Transformational change is a one-way process that completely
reframes current situations and practices: it is not possible to revert to the previous condition. This
form of change results in new structures, systems, processes, and technology. Transformational
change alters people, goals, culture, processes, ideas, and social connections.
A regional change process can either be a top down or a bottom up approach. Top down change
approach relies on the authority of the change agent. Weber (see Owen & Strong, 2004 [1919])
prosed three forms of authority: 1. legal-rational authority as formal legal processes and rule of
law; 2. traditional authority embedded in established social traditions; and 3. charismatic authority
resulting from persuasive inspirational leadership. In the Australian regional development context,
authority means the agent (in this case the government) has the legitimate capacity to use power to
design, implement and enforce its decisions. Commitment to the rule of law by Australians gives
governments legitimacy to control situations and people, and to conduct a top down process.
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Regional change results in economic development: concurrently it creates social change, since
regions are economies with people in them (Eversole, 2017). Rather than progressing an agenda
for social and industry reform however, regional change in Australia has often been applied as top
down policy process of economic development only without considering social change. Frequently,
the Commonwealth Government decides to act after lobbying by powerful actors, such as Members
of Parliament or industry representatives. This form of regional development has habitually focused
on providing transport infrastructure, with small pilot projects that usually require equivalent state
government funding (OECD, 2019). A top down approach involves the government
[w]orking with rather than against market forces, [engaging] policy endeavours to harness the energy
of local actors, to build local leadership capacities, to nurture the soft infrastructure of collaborative
relationships, to develop a united place-based vision for the future, and to cultivate an investmentattracting regional identity (Weller, 2017, p386).

Adman (2010) observes that dual top down and bottom up approaches might operate together
‘…the solution to the problem of modernization is to mobilize the spatial power to meet the
sectoral power in an open political process. In a regional policy context, this means that the
bottom-up policy and mainly communicative rationality can equalize the top-down and
mainly instrumental rationality and thus contribute to the building of adequate regional
development institution’ p1808).
It is notable, however, that numerous development scholars question the effectiveness of a top
down approach, and agree that bottom up processes are more useful in Australia (Beer et al., 2020;
Cheshire et al., 2007; Kinnear et al., 2013; Servaes, 2020; Tonts & Haslam-McKenzie, 2005).
Sorensen (2015) argues that the spatial remoteness of Australia’s regions means the traditional top
down approaches adopted by neoliberal governments, combined with policy fragmentation, results
in a complex and uncertain environment, where development goals are unlikely to achieved. Weller
(2017) demonstrated that top down development processes in Australian regions do not result in
successful change. She maintains that a top down process reinforces the local sense of
disempowerment, and this approach is unlikely to achieve its objective. Instead, she contends
successful regional transformation requires attention to the views of local people, and bottom up
change is most effective when initiated by those who live in the region. Sorensen agrees that
successful change is most likely to occur as a result of regional actors establishing ‘innovative,
creative, scientifically literate, highly networked, investment ready and risk accepting cultures’
(p41). Kinnear & Ogden (2014) concur, and propose a systematic regional innovation approach is
effective. Alternatively, the change process might involve local actors (individuals, groups or
organisations) adopting a multi-level, market-based approach
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… as the process of transforming patterns of thought, behavior [sic], social relationships,
institutions, and social structure to generate beneficial outcomes for individuals,
communities, organizations, society, and/or the environment beyond the benefits for the
instigators of such transformations. The “beneficial outcomes” of this process are often
referred to as (positive) social impact (Stephan et al., 2016, p1252).
There is strong agreement among Australian scholars that top down development has not sustained
the rangeland economy or improved human wellbeing. In response, this paper examines bottom up
participatory regional change as an adaptive, community governance approach. Top down and
bottom up change approaches differ in their structure and implementation processes (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Comparing top down and bottom up change processes

Bottom up change is initiated by agents who use participatory and inclusive approaches to engage
others in the change actions. Bottom up change starts with respect, progresses to local engagement,
and moves to participation (Steiner & Farmer, 2017), and in most situations, transfers governance
to local participants (Cheshire et al., 2007). Some bottom up change processes also might aim to
empower the local populace (Meade et al., 2016).
A bottom up, participatory approach rarely has any government agencies involved as a central
actor; but universities, philanthropic organisations, along with CSR initiatives can be integrated as
affiliates into a change project (Fudge & Hiruy, 2019). While a bottom up process takes time, and
is not necessarily an easy task, there are significant benefits of a participatory process. Local
people, with real knowledge of local issues, are involved in designing and implementing a project
that suits their region. Therefore, the outcome is much more likely to result in suitable change. A
bottom up process will involve people across the region in the change actions which may be
organised by civil society organisations, or informal groups. When successful, bottom up processes
will improve the economy of a region, and also generate positive social changes.
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At its core, a bottom up regional change is a social process embedded in social relationships. Top
down development has far fewer connections than a bottom up process with a dense web of
relationships. Thus, a bottom up process connects localities more strongly, and thus is more likely
to result in changes that suit the region.

Figure 5. Web of relationships in top down or bottom up development1

A Relational Process
To progress bottom up change, actors must have, or they must build, good relationships with a
broad range of individuals across the region, and also beyond the region. Orr (2019) observes
Successful leaders [of regional change] need to recruit a broad range of participants, inspire
and motivate them by clearly articulating goals and the mutual benefits of collaboration,
empower participants to support decision makers, help participants develop positive
relationships with one another, encourage them to synthesize different ideas and resources,
and develop meaningful and useful results (pp29-20).
Changing a region involves innovation: creating innovation in a bottom up process requires
respectful consideration, a commitment to collaborate and cooperate, and a capacity to think
beyond business as usual (Eversole, 2017). Actors engage in bottom up regional change not as
representatives of any organisation, but as individuals who have an interest in creating change for
their region. They come to the process as residents, business owners, civil society actors, and local
political representatives. They bring concerns about the present situation, knowledge of the region,
ideas, and very importantly, external connections. These actors may, or may not hold official
positions. It is their actions that are crucial for successful regional change. Amdam (2010) calls this
an ‘empowerment’ process, meaning ‘a gathering of power in a dynamic way over a period of time
in a combination of external support and internal mobilization’ (p1806). The following section
offers a brief overview of the first three stages of the bottom up change process in regional
development.

1

Open access blog Sisney, L. (2016). Organizational Physics: Structure & Design Consulting for Scaling Companies.
Retrieved 10 October from https://organizationalphysics.com/2016/10/13/top-down-vs-bottom-up-hierarchy-or-howto-build-a-self-managed-organization/
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Initiating Participatory Change
The first phase in a bottom up change process starts when a group of people (initiators) agree that
the current situation is close to intolerable. They decide to act, and talk to others to see if they are
interested to help. These initial conversations might occur at kitchen tables, in pubs, at school gates,
in doctor’s waiting rooms, mothers’ playgroups etc. Keep talking to people in different places, to
test if there is a common concern about the issue. Patience is a virtue at this stage. Knowing there
is interest means there will be energy to address the issue. This is a very important first step. It is
inappropriate to start planning the change processes immediately when the issue is complex.
Successful change is unlikely unless many people in the region are concerned. So even though the
exact problem will not be defined, and what needs to be done will not be clear, it is crucial to
involve others in these preliminary discussions, and make sure there is a common concern before
planning or doing anything. Throughout the process, it is helpful to keep a brief record of each
person, their contact details, and a brief summary of what was said. This information will be very
valuable later in the project.
After these first conversations, bottom up change becomes a participatory process (see Figure 4).
Participatory change is based on the principle that regions work better if the people affected are
actively involved in the change process. It does not mean that everything will be discussed with
everyone before any decision is made, but rather that the change process anticipates contributions
into the change designing process from multiple people and agencies.
The second phase in a bottom up participatory change process involves discussions with a very
diverse group of people around the region. The aim is to understand the different perspectives of
rangelands residents, so this second round of discussions must be with people from diverse
backgrounds, with a variety of life experiences and lifestyles. Some people will be long term
residents, others will live elsewhere and maintain close connections to the rangelands. Each person
will explain what happens in their world and how it works. Each conversation will illuminate a
slice of rangelands life, and each show the nature of the problem/s.
These discussions will listen to the responses from four questions:
1. What does each person want – what do they wish for – what are their preferences – what
would be the outcome –– what outcome could they live with?
2. What do they know – what are their beliefs – what would change their views?
3. What can they do – what are their capacities and/or skills- – interest to learn? and
4. Who do they know that could contribute to the process of changing the region?
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The people initiating the change process should talk to as broad a range of people as possible:
•

Men and women in different industries, across all age groups

•

Working at different levels in the public, private, and civil society sectors

•

People living in towns, on rural properties, in mining communities and camp sites

It is important to talk to people who are frequently less visible
•

People with different world views, religions, ethnic groups

•

Single mothers, unemployed people, volunteers, publicans, hairdressers, police, taxi
drivers, clergy, local government staff, small businesses in different industries

•

People managing neighbourhood centres, owners of caravan parks, state school classroom
teachers, nurses of all kinds, and librarians (if there are any)

•

People at regional development conferences, Mayors, Members of Parliament

•

People from different kinds of civil society organisations – CWA, Lions, Isolated
Children’s and Parent’s Association, local progress groups, P&C associations,
enthusiast/collector clubs, women’s groups, men’s clubs, junior sport especially soccer and
netball clubs which have the highest participation in Australian sport.

Talking to a deliberately selected diverse range of people enables an assessment of the depth of
feeling about the current situation across a broad population, who will undoubtedly have different
views. It offers a robust mechanism to hear different issues and positions not previously identified.
The aim is not to get consensus, but to connect widely, listen to the different viewpoints, and
understand what residents and other people think about current issues in a stable, but unsuitable
system (Spear, 2001). It is very important to have these broad discussions across the region so that
the change process starts with a good understanding of people’s concerns, attitudes and beliefs
before progressing to the third phase.
Together, these first two rounds of discussions will provide an excellent understanding of the
issues, concerns and beliefs in the region. There may be some new ideas, but that is not the main
purpose. There is the potential to achieve successful change only if there is passion, energy and
engagement around an issue, so these first two rounds of discussions are vital before starting to
design the following change project in the third phase.
After this second phase is completed, a participatory bottom up change process offers residents an
opportunity to get involved and contribute to the change project. Engaging residents from across
12

region at the beginning helps move the concept of leading from a traditional top down approach,
to a process of local involvement and collaborative decision making. It enables local people to
contribute, and commit to the change process if they wish to do so. A third round of discussions
will engage a variety of people as active participants in the change process.
The third phase in the change process is to gather together a broad group of different kinds of
people identified during the extensive second phase discussions. The end goal of this third phase
is to form an ‘action planning’ group for the change process. This final round of discussions will
bring together a diverse group of people and have them agree on exactly what problem is to be
addressed. Discussion on all other matters should be delayed until this problem issue is defined and
agreed. After agreeing on the nature of the problem, further discussion would consider what options
are available to move forward, what the next step/s will be, who will act, what they will do, how
communication will proceed, and how future decisions will be made. For a region as large and
diverse as the Australian rangelands, this third step should involve at least 30-40 people from
different locations, across all ages, professional backgrounds, and include those with different
political viewpoints and life experiences. There is strength in deliberately designing a process so
the project can connect with people who know different people and understand issues differently.
Gathering a diverse group is not designed to be disruptive or challenging, but rather it acts as a
balance so that no single viewpoint becomes dominant.
Forming a group of people who are
deliberately different from each
other is an important aspect of a
planning process. A broad group also
offers invaluable opportunities to
connect with others beyond the
locality through people known to the
group. A network beyond the action
planning group is vital for the change process. Strong connections with people already known in
the community offers stability and comfort, and confirms established views. But change requires
new ideas, new knowledge, new materials or new premises to house a growing organisation.
Sometimes these can be found among rangelands residents, but frequently, new sources are needed
to find information and other resources. When necessary, accessing ‘outsiders’ through the ‘weak’
social ties between rangelands residents and people beyond existing networks, will help the
regional change process (Granovetter, 1973).
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There is no need at this stage to profile or promote the change process beyond this ‘action planning’
group, but it is important that good internal communication is established and maintained in a way
that suits the group members. What happens after this planning group is established will vary
depending on how the group defines the problem and how they decide to proceed. In general, a
diverse group of this size will divide and have different views on the nature of the problem. They
will definitely diverge on views of how to move forward. This is fine, it can be useful to have
diverse views at this stage. The change process can proceed with two or three different projects,
provided there is agreement from participants to maintain a collaborative discussion across all
streams of action so the direction is maintained.
The people in this action planning group should not act as ‘representatives’ of organisations or
different groups. Instead, each person will be invited to contribute views as a diverse set of citizens
who are committed to improving wellbeing in the rangelands. It is equally possible to invite specific
people who appear to have a good grasp of the issues, and who appear to have the potential to
contribute ideas, but the group must be diverse if it is to act as the sounding board for the region
and coalesce into an effective action planning group. All participants should commit to achieving
a better situation to improve human wellbeing, but agreement on how to move forward is unlikely
to come immediately. In a group of this size, it will usually take at least two days to reach agreement
on what to do next. Relinquishing control, patience, respect, and persistence to continue the
discussions are the required virtues at this time. A participatory decision process that actively
engages and considers the views of others then becomes the ‘praxis of coexistence and
interdependence’ (Gibson-Graham, in Roelvink et al., 2915) that guides the change process.
In my practice, I usually extend an open invitation to a diverse group of people through a range of
media. At the same time, I also invite individuals who might be interested and able to contribute
useful ideas. After the first meeting, the project moves on. The direction depends on who turns up,
and what they contribute to the discussion/s. Personally, I am comfortable to follow any lead
decided by a group like this. What is decided might change over time, but in my experience, a
group who has respect for other viewpoints can negotiate agreement on a suitable decision-making
process, and progress to a successful conclusion.
Figure 6 below illustrates a progressive participation model of increasing involvement in a change
process. The first round of conversations described above establishes connections and offers
tokenistic involvement. The second round of discussions engages and recognises rangeland
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residents as participants. The third round has participants as active planners and contributors in the
change process.

Figure 6. Model of participation in social change

At this stage of the participatory bottom up change process, the people who initially convened the
action planning process will need to relinquish control and either leave or become part of the group.
The initial organisers must let go of the process so the action planning group can find its own way
to coalesce into a rough consensus on how to progress. In development practice, this is referred to
as ‘trusting the process’. For people who are used to having leading roles, it can be difficult to let
go of the decision-making process. But it is important that this action planning group is given
control to discuss what they wish, and make decisions about what to do next. Any form of overt
control at this stage is inappropriate, and will lead to the change process dissolving without
achieving anything useful. Abandoning control will be difficult for people who are used to
leadership roles, so it might be useful to engage experienced development practitioner. A skilful
practitioner could help guide the process of transitioning from the initial discussions to the action
planning group, and from the planning group into the development project.
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PART 2: Mechanisms that Influence Regional Change Processes
Having gained a nuanced understanding of ideas and concerns from discussions across the region,
the project can now progress to a planning stage. Amdam (2010, p1817) notes
…a planning model that includes institutional, strategic, tactical, operative planning and
evaluation can stimulate the context, mobilization, organization, implementation and
learning, which are variables in an empowerment process and thus contribute to the
acceptance, legitimacy and institutional capacity the regions need in the current regional
development policy.
This is a good goal, but it is a complex task. Continuing with business as usual will not change the
situation in the region, so the commitment of the change taskforce is to embrace new ideas.
Australians living in remote areas are very resilient, and they cope remarkedly well with very
challenging conditions. This resilience is a definite advantage for survival in the rangelands, but it
also limits the potential to embrace major change.
Change occurs as a result of social and relational dynamics (Obregón & Tufte, 2017). It requires
individuals to shift their mental models, beliefs and expectations. The planning process must attend
to, but not endorse current local social and cultural structures. Change and innovation emerge from
new ideas. Accessing new ideas and knowledge is vital; but it is equally important for the residents
in the region to be open to the potential benefit of new ideas, no matter how unusual these
innovations might appear. The relative isolation of rangeland residents, combined with the lack of
government commitment to invest in the region, and low levels of diversity among the population
significantly influence the potential for regional change. Current economic conditions limit
opportunities to connect with people beyond the region. ICT infrastructure in the region is
absolutely unsatisfactory. These contextual influences are reflected in relatively low levels of
global engagement and human capital in the region. Yet rural Australians are known for being
innovative, so the preconditions and potential for change are available.
Therefore, a successful regional change process must consider how to influence people in the
region. Influencing behaviour and attitudes is a critical aspect for success in the business and
political worlds: it is equally vital in development work. For sustained change to occur in a region,
everyday patterns of seeing, feeling, thinking and interacting have to change. Change will occur in
the attitudes of those living in the region, their aims, and how they interact.
Remembering the aim is to improve wellbeing, the change process requires actors to consider how
society will change, and attend to mechanisms that might facilitate beneficial economic and social
change in the region. The change process will shift the region into new terrains, new knowledge,
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ways of thinking, belief systems, new ways of acting and new expectations. These shifts will create
tensions and discomfort, but it is a necessary part of the change process and moving the region
beyond business as usual. In this section, some of the elements that affect this form of change are
examined, collaboration, communication, institutions, and governance.

Collaboration
Collaboration is essential for successful regional change, since by necessity the process must be
undertaken by multiple actors if a region is to become different from its present state. If the project
is to achieve a good result, deliberately building a collaborative environment among participants
early in the process will have long term benefits. We can consider collaboration in the regional
change context as a technique, a tool, and an attribute. In essence, collaboration is a temporary,
interactive ‘process of joint decision making among key stakeholders of a problem domain, about
the future of that domain’ (Wood & Gray, 1991, p143).
Collaboration is the togetherness function. In bottom up change, collaboration builds on formal and
informal information networks of communication, that have been established over time via
repeated interactions among actors. Collaboration is built through social capital, with local
networks facilitating information exchange, identifying and filling knowledge gaps, and
establishing nodes of expertise (Dukes et al., 2011). Collaboration requires each actor to commit
to the development project, and a belief in the value of acting collectively. In this kind of a change,
acting for collective benefit involves developing a common goal and shared vision for the future,
while acknowledging alternative views.
Open lines of communication and decision-making processes are essential to build trust among
participants. Open communication about expectations, responsibilities and processes will help
build interpersonal bonds and sense of belonging within the group. Group cohesion can be assisted
if a variety of roles and responsibilities is distributed widely among participants. Encouraging
collaborative practices and publicly acknowledging contributions of all kinds will help cement
commitment. Access to external support and resources, and having a range of different capabilities
among participants improves effective collaboration in NRM change projects (Dukes et al., 2011).
Yet, even when participants commit to acting collectively for the public good, collaboration is not
ensured in a regional change process.
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Challenges to collaboration might occur if actors’ have different world views, goals or
expectations, if they are unwilling to compromise, take risks, dislike the indirect collective process,
or have little respect for the other participants. In addition, power issues among participants might
arise, or political allegiances might affect effective decision-making. In a top down change process,
leaders are responsible for overcoming these kinds of problems. A bottom up participatory process
has no overt leader, so the group as a whole must attend to any conflicts among participants. Open
communication is usually an effective way to diffuse tensions, discuss the issue in the participant
group, stress the importance of the project for the region, and invite participants to work together
collaboratively. Trust is a central component for successful collaboration. In general, those who
feel secure will feel more comfortable in unfamiliar situations and more able to trust a new process.
Trusting others requires confidence in the reliability of the person, system or process, based on
previous experiences in similar situations. It also requires an acceptance of uncertainty and
potential vulnerability in a social relationship (Jagd & Fuglsang, 2016).
Change is not a sequential process: it involves a complex web of interactions and collaborations
throughout the regional transformation. Figure 7 illustrates the four interconnected dimensions of
collaboration in a bottom up regional change process. One dimension is designing each aspect of
the change process – common vision, effective communication processes etc. Another dimension
is formal governance and collaboration structures – establish internal guidance (not direction),
negotiate external support, attend to major disputes etc. A third dimension of the collaborative
mechanism is the action functions that move the project forward, build a sense of belonging and
commitment, establish mutual trust and shared goals, exchange knowledge and resources, clarify
expectations and responsibilities, etc. The fourth dimension embeds collaboration, acknowledges
contributions, formalises alliances and collaborative actions across the region.

Figure 7. Collaborative processes in regional change
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Communication
If collaboration is central for successful bottom up change, good communication is an essential
component of collaboration. In a bottom up regional development process, participants become the
actors who shape change process through their communication. Servaes (2020) proposes that
change processes are driven by a moral world view – either idealistic or materialistic. He observes
‘An intensified exchange of ideas among all sectors of society can lead to the greater involvement
of people in a common cause. This is a fundamental requirement for appropriate and sustainable
development’ (p4).
Communication is the social process of establishing dialogues, building connections, and creating
understandings between people in a specific space and time. It is a circular process of the sender
encoding and sending a message through a channel to the receiver, who then decodes the message,
and may or may not respond. Face to face communication, printed materials and online tools offer
opportunities to share information and enrich dialogue in a change project (Abedin et al., 2019;
Messely et al., 2013). Multiple elements can disrupt the communication process, including external
‘noise’, the media and type of channel (auditory, print, online etc), along with disordered feedback
between the between the receiver and sender (Figure 8).

Figure 8. The communication process and noise interference2

Communication is the tool that informs and connects people, frames the change project, builds
community, and enables participants to guide the process. Effective communication allows
participants to listen and understand, build trust, debate and learn, share knowledge and skills, and
design suitable strategies for meaningful change. Building strong social connections encourages
2

Accessed 10 October from https://learntechit.com/the-process-of-communication
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actors to share resources, exchange ideas and embed learning and knowledge, all of which lead to
better planning and implementation of change. Using relevant media enables participants to engage
others in the change process, explain why change is necessary, how the change process is
anticipated to progress, what the outcomes might be, build understanding and skills among
participants, seek additional skills and knowledge, design a suitable evaluation process, monitor
and share progress. Yet communication relies on the sender and receiver understanding a message
even if it is affected by ‘noise’.
Committing to collaboration and robust communication will
build a sense of connection among participants, and help
establish a common bond to improve social and economic
wellbeing in the region. Strategic communication aids
information

exchange,

establishes

consensus

among

divergent views and interests. It allows participants to share
ideas, build knowledge, facilitates decision making and other
action capabilities that are central to the delicate task of
establishing cooperation between government, civil society groups, and the private sector (Thomas
& van de Fliert, 2014). Effective communication will profile success, and acknowledge
contributions of time, ideas, expertise, materials etc. It is equally valuable to acknowledge
obstacles, challenges and issues, so the region remains informed. Celebrating at each stage of the
change process helps maintain engagement and momentum. When the project is not progressing
well, celebrating together helps to reduce tension and unite participants around the common goal
of improving wellbeing.
Good communication is undoubtedly a vital aspect of participatory change, yet effective
communication is frequently implemented as an afterthought rather than incorporated as a strategic
task at beginning of a change project (Thomas & van de Fliert, 2014).

Institutions
The institutional environment has a very significant effect on regional change processes.
Institutions are dynamic social structures, procedures and rules (traditions) that influence
arrangements, and shape, enable or constrain attitudes and actions of actors (individuals and
organisations). Ostrom (2005, p3) observes ‘The opportunities and constraints individuals face in
any particular situation, the information or benefits they obtain, or are excluded from, and how they
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reason about the situation are all reflected by the rules, or absence of rules that structure the
situation’.
An institution is the discernible patterns of behaviour of many people, who are guided by an
established and accepted system of socially constructed roles, conventions, and principles (Scott,
2001). Scott (2001, p48) defines institutionalised social structures as
•

composed of cultural-cognitive, normative and regulative elements that together with
associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life

•

transmitted by various types of carriers, including symbolic systems, relational systems,
routines and artefacts

•

operate at multiple levels of jurisdiction, from the world system to localized
interpersonal relationships.

Institutions are embedded in the social, economic, and political arrangements of ordered society.
Institutions are constructed by socially organised and prescribed expectations, and repetitive social
interactions that structure (regulate) and bind actors together into coherent and visible arrangements
and activities. Formal structures and systems, along with informal social norms, customs, and
procedures define the available modes of action. Shared rules identify categories of social actors,
shape their activities, and guide relationships (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). Distinctive social
structures, stable arrangement and traditions are not simply the aggregate of individual actions,
they emerge from systemic expectations embedded in different forms of institutions that have
become highly resilient. Thus, institutions are the foundation of local culture. They are durable and
stabilising, but are not static and may change over time.
The institutional environment is complex, pluralistic, and often divergent. Some institutions are
visible and legitimate, such as parliaments, families, firms, education, health and judicial systems,
neighbourhoods, sports associations, unions, and churches. Institutional arrangements define
behaviours; however, actions are not stable or predetermined, but are modified according to
socially interpreted situations. Some institutions act to constrain or determine behaviour, such as
the penal and mental health systems, locality, and ethnicity. Other equally influential institutions
are less obvious, such as class, markets, religion, or social inequality. Some of the institutions
relevant to regional change include social norms, legitimacy, symbols, rituals and ceremonies, and
isomorphism (inertia and reluctance to change).
The actions of individuals and organisations are shaped by observing the complex mix of
institutional structures and arrangements. Actors choose their actions and behaviours with due
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regard to these arrangements and expectations that empower, or constrain them. Appropriate social
actions are organised according to the norms, functional rules, and values of distinctive institutional
subsystems. These institutional systems occur in the political, economic, religious, and kinship
sectors in which the actor is situated. The social, economic and political structures and
arrangements in each location shape the individual’s and organisation’s intentions and interactions,
as they negotiate their social position and role, and consider various potential actions. This process
affects each actor’s social and political agency (capacity to act) and performance. Actors are
influenced by rational forces, but they also have the potential to react in new ways. Change occurs
as a result of actions, but the process must create, and sustain new structures and arrangements
(institutions) in the region if the change is to be sustained over time. This is the innovation and
reform process in bottom up participatory change.
Institutions influence actors, and concurrently actors can influence and produce institutional
change. This process becomes institutional entrepreneurship when the actor deliberately designs
and implements new structures, systems and arrangements in a region in which the actor is
embedded (Battilana et al., 2009; Sotarauta & Pulkkinen, 2011).
Figure 9 portrays a complex model of influences on the land governance and land use system in
Myanmar. The actions and reactions of actors in this environment revolved around a complex
interplay of their individual agency and activities. Agency was shaped by the resources each actor
could access, the meanings they attributed to options, and the reactions of other actors (LundsgaardHansen et al., 2018, p5).

Figure 9. Actor (re)action framework (Lundsgaard-Hansen et al., 2018, p5)
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The authors note influences on an actor’s agency and actions differ when they were applied in a
top down and bottom up change process, and
…uneven distribution of means among opposing actors in land use decision-making can
indeed lead to an imbalance of decision-making power and targeted use of means by those
who have more means to exclude smallholders who have fewer means. However, this finding
only applies in the situation of top-down interventions where actors’ land use interests are
mutually exclusive. In situations where actors’ land use interests were compatible or where
a mediator supported smallholders in land use negotiations, actors developed a collaboration
or at least mutual respect despite uneven distribution of means (p3).

Marsden (2010) examined the web of interconnections in the UK rural economy, and proposed the
primary institutions influencing sustainable regional development were:
•
•
•
•
•

Endogeneity – economies organised around local resource combinations in a region;
Market governance – capacity to influence existing markets or construct new ones;
Innovation – new insights, practices, artefacts and technologies;
Social capital – social connections enabling people to act for collective benefit; and
Sustainability – production as an agent for societal and economic sustainability (p228).

Marsden argues that endogeneity will not be sufficient for rural economies to survive; nor will
regions be able to influence market governance, since this external institution is beyond the control
of a region, or even a national government. However, rural lifestyles might be sustained if local
actors consider the potential of innovations – new arrangements, new products and new approaches.
Figure 10 illustrates the stages involved in initiating, establishing and embedding a change in a
region. The model illustrates the sequence of tasks and the level of focus for the work involved in
a participatory change process.

Figure 10. Successive tasks and levels of concentrated work in a regional change process
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The first phase involves deciding change is necessary, and engaging others in the change project.
A change project relies in a common commitment to do something about a problem, so a change
process is unlikely to progress if others are not interested to participate. The next phase is launching
and establishing the reform process, including negotiating more suitable arrangements with others
beyond the region who can influence the outcome, such as governments. The final phase is
primarily institutional work to conserve the improved situation, until there is a decision that further
change is warranted. Note that it takes progressively longer to establish and embed change as the
process progresses.
Thinking about regional change in this way helps illustrate why everyone will not view a situation
in the same way. Different actors have different agenda that come into play during any development
process. This model also illustrates the assumptions of different actors in regard to what they might
view as the end of the change process, and what the end might involve/offer in terms of each
person’s situation or status.

Governance
In a participatory regional change process, the focus shifts from relying on government, to
organising place-based governance (Sotarauta, 2016). In a bottom up regional change process,
governance is the formal and informal structure of decision-making mechanisms and arrangements
that have the capacity to alter existing institutions or to create new ones. Beer et al. (2020) state
In practical terms, governance is characterised by both planned as well as unplanned
interactions amongst various stakeholders across organisational boundaries, and these enable
the exchange of resources and the alignment of competences and interests. Governance can
be defined as decision-making arrangements that consist of both formal and informal
structures of power and administration that have the capacity to alter existing institutions or
to create new ones. Governance acknowledges the multi-actor and multi-scalar (i.e.,
operating locally, regionally and nationally) nature of contemporary regional development
and underlines the need to build formal and informal collaborative structures that encourage
mutual understanding and learning. Governance arrangements can be used to encourage
various forms of innovation: economic, social or environmental. (p.41)
The governance of a change project should be properly aligned to the priorities of the particular
project, so the governance will vary from region to region, and possibly from project to project
within the overall change process (Beer et al., 2020).
Governance structures should be supported by a professional and highly committed [people
from] organisation(s) with a clear vision devoted to support the development of the region.
This [governance structure] should be endowed with sufficient resources (human, material),
but also be able to mobilise substantial social capital from both within and outside the region
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by being constantly ‘in the field’, that is, in close contact with various stakeholders. There is
a need to investigate new initiatives through networking, forming coalitions around
entrepreneurial individuals and organisations. It can take a decade to build solid social
capital. Trust, negotiation and collaboration skills are indispensable. (Beer et al., 2020, p.45)
Regions have options for taking control of the governance process to improve economic and social
wellbeing. Eversole and Walo (2020) observe however, that governance mechanisms for
Australian regions are rather weak. Financial resources and decision-making structures are
concentrated in Canberra, Sydney and Melbourne. The authors argue that Federal and State
regional development governance and policy is not only distant, it fails to connect with
opportunities in regions. Local needs, priorities, and capacities to contribute to regional planning,
policy and change processes tend to be ignored. Beer (2014) contends that
Place based leadership in Australia is often at odds with that of centrally designed policies…
Australian local leaders have to reposition themselves and their regions through resistance
instead of working in collaboration with the central government (Beer (2014) cited in
Sotarauta, 2016).
Even while arguing that the local knowledge available in Australian regions has the capacity to
identify areas of strategic advantage, regions continue to seek government funding to support
development projects. With the disconnection of governments from regional Australia however,
regions have no option but to embark on a process of managing a change process themselves. A
particular challenge for regional change is that local governance of the change process must attend
to physical and environmental challenges in a situation of diminishing human and financial
resources (Döringer, 2020). External funding is certainly useful, but successful bottom up change
can be implemented without relying on outside resourcing (Desa, 2012; Servantie & Rispal, 2018).
There are always questions of who should be involved in the governance of a regional change
project, and what their role should be. In a bottom up regional change process, the role of the
governance group is not to lead or direct the project, but rather to identify issues, help identify
important sources of resources and people who can assist the project, monitor progress, and support
the project as it develops, especially when issues emerge. If the project has any employees, then
the governance group will be responsible for selecting and monitoring their performance, and
attending to any issues related to the employee/s. They should be aware of on-the-ground
circumstances, needs and opportunities, and be familiar with local ways of working, and ‘who is
who’ in the region. Eversole (2018) warns the governance of a regional change should not rely on
representatives of regional organisations, insisting
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Regional organisations lack the institutional groundedness of local organisations, and they
lack the resources and influence commanded by central organisations. Regional organisations
are therefore unable to challenge the prevailing institutional patterns in regional Australia.
Place-based knowledge remains strongly seated in local institutions, and decision-making
clout remains entrenched in central institutions. Between the two lies a deep gap that regional
institutions have not yet emerged to fill (Eversole, 2018, p111).

The governance of a locally initiated regional change project will not rely on representatives of
various organisations and government agencies. Instead, the group will draw on individuals who
have the capacity to consider alternative ways that the region can be improved. Eversole (2018)
warns there is a risk of creating governance structures for a change project that will continue to
exclude the voices of groups in the region who are seldom heard. To address this hazard, the
governance group of approximately 10 people should include people with diverse backgrounds and
connections, deliberately drawn broadly from the ‘universe of local institutions’ across the region
(Eversole, 2018, p.106). Everyone in the governance group should have the capacity to think out
of the box and consider a range of alternatives beyond business as usual. They should all be aware
of on-the-ground circumstances, needs and opportunities, and be familiar with local ways of
working, and ‘who’s who’ in the region. The essential characteristics for those who will be involved
in regional change governance include having good social networks, place specific knowledge,
legitimacy in the region, a long-term perspective for the region, a capacity to influence others, and
very importantly, a capacity to be flexible and operate in unfamiliar situations.
Half of the governance group should be women. Beyond the usual group of male leaders, those in
the governance group may, or may not hold a formal leadership position. Approximately 25%
should have diverse backgrounds, work and life experiences, and some should have worked in a
neighbourhood centre or similar civil society agency. Diversity among the governance group will
ensure the change process is grounded in the whole region, able to understand different
expectations, and consider the implications of alternative actions.
Döringer (2020) proposes individual agency needs to engage in the development of transformative
regional policy, and the implementation of new institutional processes for sustainable
socioeconomic spatial change. Döringer illustrates how actions and mechanisms designed to
change governance arrangements vary according the goal of the actor/s involved in the
development process. Change actions are positioned in the administrative arrangements when the
goal is to change policies, whereas actions focus on institutions when the goal is to create new
governance arrangements. She refers to these actions as governance entrepreneurship.
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This form of governance does not rely on ‘leadership’ or ‘power’ in the traditional way of
organising change, but instead can be implemented with a collaborative approach. Collaborative
governance can successfully identify issues, steer the process, locate required skills and organise
suitable ways to implement change, while respecting diverse interests in a region. According to
Sotarauta (2016, p48) “In this kind of setting, cognitive diversity is accepted, as well as the options
for cooperation and conflict arising from it. What follows is that place leadership is approached
essentially as a political process and not as a technocratic procedure.”
Variations in governance arrangements include utilising any resources that are available as an
adaptive governance approach (Fudge & Hiruy, 2019). Rather than waiting, and striving to find
finance before starting a change process, the project can state and progress by using anything useful
that is available. This is a bricolage approach, where the change implementers assemble all kinds
of required resources and useful skills that are readily available, in order to change institutional
norms and practices, and improve wellbeing (Desa, 2012; Sarkar, 2018; Servantie & Rispal, 2018).
This rather informal participatory governance arrangement may appear chaotic. It may appear
messy, but governance in bottom up regional change is not necessarily unruly, even though the
process does not operate in the traditional way of top down authority. Designing actions and
making decisions in the bottom up process requires structures and procedures that participants
consider to be legitimate. In the bottom up participatory process, authority to propose actions and
make decisions does not derive from an individual’s power or positional status. Instead, it is given
to individuals or groups, on a case by case basis, having regard to for their expertise and prior
experience, and an anticipation of a successful outcome. Those involved in the governance of
bottom up change are able to drive the change process on the basis of respect for the ability of
fellow participants.
A European study examining the use of an inclusive, participatory governance approaches found a
bottom-up approach combined with participatory governance was successful to provide and
manage different kinds of development initiatives (García-Llorente et al., 2016). This proactive
and collaborative approach not only provided support and development, it also created institutional
change in urban and rural regions. Figure 11 below illustrates the governance approach of this
participatory change process. The change process partly depended on government financial
support, and partly relied on the contributions of many actors (individuals and organisations).
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Figure 11. Model of community project governance (García-Llorente et al., 2016, p3)

In her review of regional develoment, Döringer (2020) found that entrepreneurially inclined actors
tended to use cooperative and collaborative models of interaction, rather than relying on
hierarchical modes. This approach fits with the creativity and need for flexibility that is embedded
in entrepreneurship, including projects aiming to generate institutional change. This kind of
development and change mechanism is often referred to as social entrepreneurship (Douglas &
Grant, 2014; Stephan et al., 2015). Döringer observes
…in a participatory planning process in Sweden, the public bureaucratic actors strived
towards consensus and team building, rather than towards coalition building, which in turn
is often achieved by actors in more conflictual situations. In total, there is evidence that
entrepreneurial individuals attempt to overcome hierarchical patterns in decision-making
processes (Frisch-Aviram et al., 2018) and accelerate new horizontal and vertical networks.
However, the extent to which these shifts can lead to permanent changes in the interaction
modes of actor constellations in governance remains unclear (Döringer, 2020, p9).
This review paper has examined participarty change mechanisms, while others have considered
more controlled approaches. Understanding the difference in these approaches and mechanisms
helps us appreciate the range of skill and informal contributions that can add to the change process.
The next section considers five potentially useful change mechanisms that can influence the actors
involved in a regional change process, their actions and the eventual outcomes for a region.
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PART 3: Influencing Regional Development Actors
The relational and collaborative approach examined in this paper contrasts to a practice that
assumes knowledge of scientific facts is sufficient to enact successful change. Knowledge of
scientific evidence is useful, but it is foolish to assume that simply overcoming ‘information
deficits’ by presenting rigorous evidence will change attitudes or behaviours (Owens & Driffill,
2008). Instead, devising an approach to facilitating change in a region involves considering the
physical, social, cultural and institutional contexts that shape and constrain choices (Cheshire &
Lawrence, 2005). There is clear evidence that actors’ attitudes and behaviours change as a result
of interactions between what they believe, what is happening among their peer group, and how
they feel about available options (often referred to as fact, faith and feeling).
Respect, responsiveness to other viewpoints and collaboration must be incorporated into bottom
up change. Participatory methods for change are not inherently inclusive or cooperative. It requires
reflection and conscious decision making by the facilitator/s of the process to ensure anyone who
might wish to be involved can actively participate, and provide some form of input into the project.
Respect for difference in backgrounds, world views, and attitudes of all participants, and those who
will be affected by the change project, is a central component of all interactive change practices.
In inclusive change processes, a common group identity must be deliberately built, incorporating
negotiated shared goals, and recognition of knowledge and expertise within the region. This takes
time, but it is essential to establish collective understandings of what the project aims to do, and
how it will function, so future actions can be planned. Collective mobilisation is a slower process
than a top down change process, but this approach can more effectively establish suitable change
that suits the situation and which is embraced by those living in the region. As such, interpersonal
relationships and collaboration are increasingly recognised as a core elements of bottom up
participatory change, and effective communication is vital to enact successful a bottom up process
can generate significant institutional change (Obregón & Tufte, 2017).
This section outlines five social science fields of practice that are
relevant to influence regional change: social marketing, social
entrepreneurship, collective action, social movements, and
community development. Each of these fields of development
practice has the capacity to influence the actions of regional
actors. Each is based on knowledge of effective approaches and
practices drawn from rigorous, peer reviewed research.
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Field of Practice: Social Marketing
Social marketing is a distinct form of marketing that aims to influence the behaviour and attitudes
of individuals or groups. The focus is primarily to influence behaviour and attitudes, and the
primary beneficiary is society. It generates change for the common good by addressing a socially
beneficial behaviour or improving health and wellbeing. Social marketing employs numerous
theories of change to achieve the intended goal (Brennan et al., 2014) (see Figure 12).

Figure 12. Some theories of change used in social marketing3
Social marketing employs traditional commercial marketing techniques, and it is very specific: it
starts by clearly identifying the issue to be addressed, the desired goal/s, and which techniques will
be used to influence behaviour change. Social marketing is a very systematic process. It involves
analysing a situation, segmenting target audiences, planning, designing, executing and evaluating
suitable strategies to influence each target audience, and /or promoting the issue or cause through
appropriate communication channels to shift behaviour and attitudes towards the desired results
(Brennan et al., 2014). Social marketing uses surveys and qualitative methods, such as
observations, interviews and focus groups, to understand the meanings people assign to social
phenomena and appreciate the cognitive processes underlying behaviours. Figure 13 below
illustrates the process of implementing social marketing to achieve positive social change.

3

Accessed 10 October from https://socialmarketing.blogs.com/r_craiig_lefebvres_social/theory/
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Figure 13. Social marketing design and implementation process (Evans, 2006)

Social marketing techniques have been applied successfully to increase the use of evidence in
policy development (Mayer et al., in Brennan & Binney, 2014, p317-327), or change political
attitudes, such as racism (Madill & Abele, in Hastings, 2007, p302-307). Numerous successful
social marketing campaigns have been conducted in Australia. For example, the HIV Aids
campaign has operated since the 1970s, the SunSmart campaign has functioned for many years, the
ReachOut campaign has offered online information and support to reduce youth suicide, and more
recently, a diabetes awareness campaign was conducted in 2002 (Hastings, 2007). Social marketing
processes have also been used to influence political behaviour, in particular young people’s voting,
since this audience is not easily influenced by traditional arguments or media channels (Winchester
et al., 2014; Wymer, 2011).

Field of Practice: Social Entrepreneurship
Social entrepreneurship is a set of socially responsible market-based activities aimed to generate
some form of public benefit (Douglas & Grant, 2014). It is a change process of using the profit
from commercial activities to support an action that offers some form of societal benefit for a
disadvantaged place, or group of people. As such, social entrepreneurship has dual social and
economic objectives.
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The goal of a social entrepreneurship project is to improve human wellbeing in some way, for
example improving the natural environment, saving an endangered species, advocating for climate
change, providing Indigenous education, or offering support for homeless refugees or
impoverished people. Each of these goals is considered to offer a ‘social’ benefit that will add value
to the society.
Social entrepreneurship actions take place in a formal organisation, rather than in an informal
group. Many projects have similar public benefit intentions as a charity or nonprofit organisation,
but the process differs in that commercial activities provide a substantial proportion of the
organisation’s operating costs. Thus, social entrepreneurship must operate with the financial
discipline, innovation and determination of a business in order to survive. As an innovation activity,
social entrepreneurship requires those involved to have an entrepreneurial mindset. In particular,
those involved in the change process must consider the opportunities and risks in the external
environment while achieving and financially sustaining the desired change. Figure 14 illustrates
the three main elements of initiating and sustaining social entrepreneurship.

Figure 14. Initiating and sustaining social entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship projects tend to have a local or regional focus, but some aim to influence
institutional change at a systems level. These change projects may be referred to as systems, or
institutional entrepreneurship (see Figure 1 below). Institutions influence actors, and concurrently
actors can influence and produce institutional change. This process becomes institutional
entrepreneurship when the actor deliberately designs and implements new structures, systems and
arrangements in a region in which the actor is embedded (Battilana et al., 2009; Sotarauta &
Pulkkinen, 2011).
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Figure 15. Social and systems entrepreneurship4

The findings of a successful social entrepreneurship project are highly applicable to a regional
change project in Western Queensland. The Canadian study of HIV – AIDS advocacy identified
three critical elements were required for successful institutional change (Maguire et al., 2004). To
succeed, the change project needed to
1. Involve boundary spanners with high legitimacy who bridged diverse stakeholders
2. Conceptualise new practices as a politically embedded process to achieve the goal, and
3. Institutionalise and embed new practices by connecting them to the established routines and
moral values of stakeholders.

Many social entrepreneurship projects have provided social and/or economic benefits for
Australians (Douglas, 2015; Douglas & Grant, 2014). Each project establishes a commercial base
to generate profit that is used specifically to support the societal goal. For example, projects aiming
to improve the wellbeing of Indigenous people living in remote parts of South Australia have
provided opportunities for local people to sell their products (Tedmanson, in Douglas & Grant,
2014, p173-193). Social entrepreneurship projects not only improved the economic wellbeing of
the Indigenous people, they also (re)built kinship ties, and strengthened cultural resilience.

4

Accessed 11 October from https://www.genevaglobal.com/blog/3-questions-facing-systems-entrepreneurs
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Another study found the NSW government policy of offering social investment bonds to socially
focused organisations successfully supported and extended the social economy (Ormiston &
Seymour in Douglas & Grant, 2014, p301-321). This institutional change focus is highly relevant
for the rangelands, where a self-supporting social entrepreneurship project could offer a potential
way to generate financial support for a change process in the region.

Field of Practice: Collective Action
Many studies demonstrate that collective action can provide substantial benefits for local
communities (Sonnino & Griggs-Trevarthen, 2013) or regions (Divay, 2016). In collective action,
citizens come together to deliberately design and conduct a change process to improve human
wellbeing. Community action is designed and enacted by those who are affected by the issue as a
way to improve individual wellbeing, and the wellbeing of their community. A collective action
project aims to improve conditions for group of people or a locality. This approach is designed and
enacted by those who are affected by the issue as a way to improve their own wellbeing, and the
wellbeing of their community. For example, Ostrom’s (1990) seminal book describes a process
that brought local fisherman together to negotiate a reduction in their collective harvesting, so that
this scarce resource could be maintained for their collective benefit in the future.
Sabucedo and colleagues (2019) offer a useful model demonstrating how a collective action process
occurs as a result of the complex interplay among social and political mechanisms.

Figure 16. Pathways for citizen involvement in collective action (Sabucedo et al., 2019, p5)
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Several Australian rural projects suggest collective action is a ‘basic and natural mode of human
co-operation and interaction when faced with inter-dependent interests and in the absence of
militating factors’ (Skurray, 2013, p.2). Skurray suggests shared norms, expectations, and attitudes
could allow collective governance to manage underground water reserves in Western Australia.
Another Queensland NRM study reminds us that ‘local collective action responses can emerge in
diverse and adaptive ways even within the same broader regional governance context [so there is
a] need to understand how local collective action is nested within multilevel governance
systems’(Patterson, 2016). By comparing different regions near Brisbane, Patterson clearly
demonstrates how locality affects the way collective action operates in practice
Contextual factors influenced local responses in many ways. Forms of collective action that
arose [in his case] were shaped by contextual factors including the human–biophysical
setting, drivers of change, and management arrangements. Contextual factors also shaped the
“starting conditions” of contemporary initiatives (e.g., problem framings, prior relationships,
and trust). In all three cases, local collective action responses over the 4 to 6 year study
periods were linked to previous activities over longer historical time frames (Patterson, 2016,
p1210).

Field of Practice: Social Movements
A social movement is a political process of social mobilisation and protest against a situation
perceived to be unjust. A social movement occurs when a loosely organised group engages in open
protests and public actions with the aim of achieving a particular social change goal. The goal is to
achieve reform to benefit a either a specific target group, such as homeless people or an ethnic
group, or a broad stratum of society, such as elderly people, or women. Social movements combine
collaboration with contentious visible protests to achieve a change in the political environment or
social attitudes. Issues that result in social movements frequently relate to political, social or
economic oppression, and the goal is usually to achieve a political change (legislation) and/or
embed new civic customs (often attitudinal change). Each social movement consists of a network
of informal interactions between concerned individuals, groups and/or organisations, who initiate
a process of visible political conflict designed to result in a more suitable set of institutional
arrangements. Social movements conduct their protests in visible spaces and also in the political
domains when influencing opportunities arise. Social movements must be resourced in some way
so they can maintain momentum and effective communication among actors (see Figure 17 below).
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Figure 17 Conceptualising social movements

Social movements have only elusive and temporary power, but they can be very effective over time
(Tarrow, 2007). Extensive international studies have examined the collective social actions
underpinning global change movements, including the World Trade Organisation protests (Wood,
2012), public demonstrations in 2014 seeking democratic reform in Tunisia, and other actions to
reduce immigration in Germany (Sabucedo et al., 2019). Recent international anti-globalisation
and pro- social movements have had extensive media exposure in advanced industrialised nations.
Examples include Occupy (designed to reduce economic inequality), the Arab Spring, Black Lives
Matter (aiming to improve conditions for African Americans and People of Colour), MeToo
movement (intending to reduce sexual exploitation of women), and the extensive Hong Kong
protests in 2019 and 2020. Each of these social movements aimed to create public benefit from
their actions.
Socio-political actions have been organised in Australia for the environment, Indigenous and
women's rights, and more recently for climate change. A successful social movement resulted in
women achieving better workplace rights in the 1960s-70sAnother example is the Australian
Conservation Council, which became an influential environment lobby group for the Barrier Reef
and climate change. Not all social movements achieve their change goals, and not all achieve the
desired result quickly. For example, it took a long civic campaign over many decades for gay
marriage to be legislated in 2017. While not all social movements result in rapid change, the media
becomes engaged during the continued exposure of the situation, and how it affects a particular
social group and Australian society. This publicity generates some public sympathy for the cause,
but it also offers an equal opportunity for an anticampaign to be organised. An example is the long
campaign by the Australian Republican Movement which has not been successful, in part due to
an effective political lobbying and anti-campaign by Australians for a Constitutional Monarchy.
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Less overt social actions aiming to influence social change include pressure groups and lobbyists,
solidarity networks and community activist groups. These forms of social advocacy are frequently
limited to local actions to influence local situations or conditions, but they can be more successful
in achieving their desired goal than overt national actions. An example is the steady campaign by
numerous small agencies for more social housing. So far, this campaign has not resulted in many
additional houses, but the issue is gaining traction as a result of individual advocates regularly
being profiled in local media. In all of these collective social actions, networks act as the
mechanism to bring people together into a visible group. If a group can build a degree of consensus
around an issue, there is more power to organise change than any number of individuals working
alone to influence public opinion.

Field of Practice: Community Development
Community development can be implemented in a locality as part of a regional change process.
Community development involves collective actions in local projects, campaigns, alliances, and
movements to enable change. It involves a group of people from a locality coming together and
deciding to take some form of collective action to cocreate an effective solution to a common
problem (Defilippis & Saegert, 2012). The principal goal is to improve wellbeing by empowering
a disadvantaged group or place. The process if frequently facilitated by an outsider if the group is
disadvantaged in some way (e.g. low income or disability). The core elements of community
development are a common locality, mutual concern about an issue, participation, cooperation,
interdependence, and empowerment (Eversole, 2014). Ledwith (2016) proposes the principles that
underpin community development include a vision for a just and sustainable world, and the values
of values equality, respect, dignity, trust mutuality and reciprocity, and social, environmental and
political justice. As such, at its core community development is a soft political process for change.
Numerous studies demonstrate positive benefits from working this way with regional groups to
improve economic opportunities and empowerment. An Australian study describes how the process
requires facilitators to develop patience and work with the group at their desired pace, cede decision
making control to the group, and negotiate with external agencies as a political process to modify
their expectations of how projects will operate (Cameron et al., 2016). Another study of community
ecotourism in Nepal demonstrates how small development actions can mobilise and empower a
local community, improve the local ecosystem, and facilitate sustainable economic change by
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creating new jobs, which in turn facilitates social and psychological changes and political control
(Winkler & Zimmermann, 2014) (see Figure 19).

Figure 19. Community development for empowerment (Winkler & Zimmermann, 2014)

These and other studies demonstrate powerful results for a relatively small input of time, effort and
resources. Yet community development as an approach for regional change is not often funded in
Australia. Governments and philanthropic agencies appear to prefer to fund large infrastructure
projects. especially construction, that are claimed to offer faster ways to produce economic change.
When funds are being distributed, it is questionable whether the outcomes of these economically
focused projects are systematically examined as the best way to produce long lasting benefits in
Australian regions.

38

DISCUSSION
This review paper has explored different approaches and processes that influence social and
economic change processes that can improve human wellbeing in the Western Queensland
rangelands. Frequently, regional development in Australia is focused on economic growth and
developing business (Eversole, 2018; OECD, 2019), but it could be more successful with a much
broader focus. The top down, economic focused approach usually implemented by governments in
Australian regional development projects is found to be an inappropriate and ineffective way to
improve human wellbeing in remote locations.
In this review, an inclusive, participatory approach is found to be the most appropriate way to move
forward in the Australian rangelands. The review also finds social processes as well as economic
actions must be understood to implement successful regional change (Williams & Schirmer, 2012).
Numerous rigorous Australian and international empirical studies clearly indicate that a bottom up
approach, rather than a top down process is the most effective way to achieve rural development.
Many thorough Australian empirical studies demonstrate the value of inclusive, participatory
processes to improve social structures and to create sustainable rural development (for example,
Barth et al., 2015; Cameron et al., 2016; Davies, 2007; Eversole et al., 2015; McCrea et al., 2019;
McShane et al., 2016; Patterson, 2016; Sorensen, 2015; Weller, 2017). The inclusive participatory
approach proposed in this paper will involve multiple people implementing change, but with
different processes from those usually adopted in Australian regional development.
Participatory methods are not inherently inclusive: they require reflection and conscious decision
making by the facilitator(s) to ensure high levels of participation. Each of the suggestions proposed
in this paper has been found to be effective in at many rigorous regional development research
studies that are relevant to the Western Queensland rangelands. These studies demonstrate the clear
need to take account of the physical, social, cultural and institutional contexts that shape and
constrain people's choices and actions. Applying the results of these studies would appear to offer
more sustainable change than the more traditional economic approach.
It is commonly assumed that attitudes and behaviours need to be modified to secure sustainable
change. The attitudes, actions and behaviour of actors in a change process can be influenced though
social marketing, social entrepreneurship, collective action, social movements and community
development projects. Applying the social processes embedded in these various socially focused
approaches to change would offer considerable benefit, but this will not necessarily offer sufficient
economic benefit to advantage the whole region.
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This paper has examined insights from across the social science disciplines to gain an
understanding of the theory underpinning change mechanisms, and the processes of implementing
successful change. Hernes and Land

(2015) suggest the POET model is a useful way to

conceptualise how to implement change in regions, that is:
Population structure: changing the size and composition of population
Organization: shifting spatial disposition or organization of competing populations
Environmental change: addressing changes caused by people or agencies
Techniques and technologies: introducing new ways of working.
This POET model offers a highly relevant way to not only conceptualise how the Western
Queensland rangelands has come to its present situation, but also how to move forward.
Yet if we accept change as embedded in social relationships and interactive processes, it is also
helpful to consider the political dimensions to understand why the rangelands region has come to
its present state. Two theories help us understand this current state: the ‘tragedy of the commons,’
and power.
The original notion of ‘the commons’ is embedded in institutional economics. Based on original
work in the 1950s by John R. Commons, this view attends to class and social status, with the state
holding maximum power (Olson, 1971). Social, and thus economic change is suggested to be
… the consequence of the sum of self-interested actions. And all could be better off by
restraints on their own actions. If such collective restraints are imposed by the actors
themselves, this represents a change of political structure. (Hernes & Land, 2015, p196).
A softer view of ‘the commons’ emerged with the work of Elinor Ostrom (2006). In her view, the
commons can be successfully co-created by those involved in the situation, through a process of
collective negotiation to reach a position where no one has a greater advantage or disadvantage. A
collective, commons approach allows actors to contemplate alternative futures, and assemble
resources to their collective economic (and social) advantage. This viewpoint is a good fit with the
rangelands, where residents understand their region, and are well connected with other residents.
Strong connections are required to engage in the regional change process of pooling resources,
competencies and powers for collective benefit of making a region different. Connections create
opportunity spaces where new ideas can be considered, new approaches reviewed, and potential
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actions contemplated and tested with others who not only have shared experiences, but also a
common understand of what might work – or not.
So where is the power that could be employed to benefit the region? It does not appear to be
embedded in the political domain – successive Federal and State governments have failed to offer
any significant benefits for rural regions over several decades. Sufficient power might be organised
through a joint, collective networked approach.
Rangelands residents have agency. They also have entrepreneurial agency: they are creative,
innovative, resilient, and are prepared to take risks. Rural people can step up when there is a need
to manage the results of catastrophic events. These are essential attributes for anyone considering
embarking on a regional change process. It enables individuals to cope with current situations, and
implement suitable actions that will benefit themselves and their families. But takes more than
individual agency for a region to change. The region requires additional capacities beyond
resilience and creativity to envisage new ways forward, and move the region beyond the present
‘business as usual’– it requires
breaking with existing structures, and thus also with explicitly or implicitly held shared
expectations and perceptions. On the other hand, shared expectations and perceptions will
change with the emergence of new regional growth paths, and agency might be
directed to change shared expectations and perceptions in order to mobilize and pool
resources for a new growth path. (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020, p715).
Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) ague that three types of ‘entrepreneurship’ are required to transform
a region:
•

commercially focused entrepreneurship to change economic conditions and functional
arrangements

•

institutional entrepreneurship to alter the societal structures that either facilitate or inhibit
suitable change, and

•

location focused entrepreneurship to engage others and bring them together as a collective
to action for the change process.

Together, these three kinds of entrepreneurial skills and actions could produce substantial
change to benefit the Western Queensland rangelands.
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One essential component for change in the rangelands might be missing: a capacity to attract and
apply new ideas will be essential. To change, the Western Queensland rangelands will require new
ideas, bedded down in new institutional structures and arrangements to achieve a different outcome.
Currently, this capacity might be missing in the rangelands. Ideas frequently travel with outsiders,
but the rangelands are increasingly seeing outmigration rather than in migration. The Internet also
acts to distribute new ideas, but communications infrastructure is inadequate and expensive across
the rangelands. Universities also facilitate the distribution of new ideas, but few academic
institutions specifically offer services for remote Australia. Accessing and distributing new ideas
will be an important role for each of these commercial, institutional and locational entrepreneurs.
Grillitsch & Sotarauta (2020) offer a way forward that appears to be practical in its intention, and
also achievable. They maintain
Opportunities change over time and differ between places. What is more, the perception
of opportunities and the capabilities to realize them vary even between individuals in specific
places. These different dimensions of an opportunity space manifest at three levels:
o

Time-specific opportunity space: Delineates what is possible given the global stock of
knowledge, institutions, and resources at any moment in time.

o

Region-specific opportunity space: Defines what is possible considering regional
preconditions.

o

Agent-specific opportunity space: Captures perceived opportunities and capabilities of
individual agents to make a change (p.714).

To gain a prosperous future, the rangelands will require new economic and environmental
conditions, but this will not be enough to sustain the region. Creating a prosperous new future in
the rangelands will require new ideas, bedded down in new institutional structures and
arrangements so a different outcome might be achieved. It will require a well-connected process
that engages many existing residents, distributes information within and beyond the region, and
seeks to attract new residents to the region. With commercial, institutional and locational
capabilities, and sufficient agency, the Western Queensland region could be transformed by
capturing and pooling competencies, powers and resources to benefit individual actors, and also
the region as a whole. This is the challenge for the future.
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