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Executive summary 
This investigation of research in the changing urban water industry in Australia has revealed a 
landscape of promise for the growing number of humanities and social sciences researchers 
who want to work on environmental and resource management themes, and who want to 
share their knowledge and methods with a sector that knows it needs them and is interested 
in them, but which does not necessarily know where to find them or quite what to make of 
their knowledge contributions. 

The Cross-Connections research included bibliographic work, web searches, a survey and 
interviews with 22 researchers to produce both a dataset and Tributaries: A directory of social 
and cultural research on urban water (Humphry, Sofoulis and Upadhyay), which lists 
approximately 160 researchers,100 organisations, 300 bibliographic entries and descriptive 
outlines of 14 sample projects. A second component was an interview-based study involving 
39 water managers and engineering researchers, reported on in Water Managers’ Views on 
the Social Dimensions of Urban Water (Sofoulis 2010). Additionally, two knowledge exchange 
workshops were convened in February and March 2011, bringing together people from 
universities, CSIRO, governments and water companies to identify key issues and emerging 
research agendas. 

Although problems might emerge in any research collaboration, the major differences in 
power and resources, the tendency to take science as the ‘master discourse’, a poorly 
developed ‘sales pitch’ on the benefits of humanities, arts and social sciences (HASS) 
research, and difficulties translating research findings into useful knowledge all present 
particular difficulties for partnerships between HASS researchers and science, technology, 
engineering and medicine (or mathematics) (STEM) colleagues or water managers. 

Difficulties in translating the findings of social research into policy and action are encountered 
in other sectors besides urban water, though that industry is particularly aware of translation 
issues around qualitative research. Skilled research brokers and knowledge translators may 
be highly valued by their partners and colleagues, even though university research metrics 
continue to favour conventional disciplinary work and scholarly outcomes.  

By no means all social research on urban water is undertaken collaboratively or in 
partnerships, though this report does highlight that approach. The water industry’s reliance on 
outsourced research; the mismatch between the individual focus of marketing psychology, 
and broader concerns with the environment and the dynamics of social and technical change; 
the conflicting drivers of university-based and industry research; and the tendency for 
academics to write long and obscure reports are some of the factors identified that create 
problems in turning the findings of qualitative social and cultural research into clear indicators 
for action or policy.  

If HASS researchers and industry partners came together at the outset of the research 
scoping process, to collaborate on defining the questions and later processing the findings, 
and if project management approaches were based on something more conducive than 
construction templates and payer/provider models, there would have been opportunities for 
commissioning research and developing findings that were much better aligned with 
organisational goals, policy needs and team capabilities.  

Related points can be made about community engagement and planning exercises—where 
the more typical, but less satisfactory, model is of a consultation where the terms, topics and 
processes of engagement are defined by experts without community or stakeholder input. 
Tips here include the importance of engaging early, getting the right people involved, 
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acknowledging their altruism, and clarifying the reasons for the engagement and how and 
what it will contribute to implementation.  

There is little doubt that substantial capacity for high-quality disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
HASS research on water exists in Australia, and is already deployed under the auspices of a 
wide variety of organisations and government agencies. However, the dispersed, fragmented, 
contingent, intermittent and marginal character of a large portion of this research workforce in 
relation to the water industry—together with industry habits of secrecy around reports on 
social research, along with a tendency for reticence about reporting on engagement 
processes—means much of that strength goes unrecognised, and remains invisible or 
inaccessible to urban water managers and to social and cultural researchers themselves.  

Peripheral to industry and minorities within their own (disciplinary) homes, social and cultural 
researchers on water have few resources to enable them to come together as a community of 
practitioners, though many are keen for opportunities to do so. The Tributaries directory was 
produced as an intervention in this situation that may help water managers find out about 
relevant research capacity, and may assist social and cultural researchers to make contact 
with each other.  

No-one pretends it is easy to collaborate across—or even within—disciplinary, sectoral and 
institutional boundaries. It can be particularly difficult for HASS researchers, as their 
knowledge is so readily dismissed as non-objective and therefore valueless in a context 
dominated by science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) knowledge. 
However, the general feeling amongst those who try it is that the outcomes of collaborations 
are usually worthwhile, or at least worth persistently striving for—especially for the way they 
can significantly enhance both local and more general understandings of contexts and issues, 
build synergistically upon different knowledge and skill sets, and produce creative and 
multidimensional approaches to complex problems.  

The numerous contributors to this project—Reference Group members, researchers 
contacted for the directory, survey respondents, interviewees, group discussion participants, 
knowledge exchange workshop attendees and others—generously shared their insights and 
tips, leading to many suggestions for ways of improving the links between urban water 
managers and social and cultural researchers, including the transformation of the Tributaries 
dataset into an online database, the strong need for a funded network in this field, ideas for 
schemes of exchanges and residencies between sectors, and for a national repository of 
research reports and publications. Improvements in the outcomes of collaborative research 
(or social research on water) seem likely if there were more resources invested in supporting 
individuals and organisations to undertake the labours of knowledge translation, and to build 
stronger bridges between different sectors and communities.  
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1. Introduction  
This document is produced as the final report of the project Cross-connections: Linking urban 
water managers with humanities, arts and social sciences researchers, a one-year National 
Water Commission Fellowship project conducted by Dr Zoë Sofoulis (Fellow) with Research 
Associate Dr Justine Humphry and additional help from Research Assistant Vibha Bhattarai 
Upadhyay. The project aimed to research, advocate and facilitate knowledge exchange and 
collaborative connections between researchers from the humanities, arts and social sciences 
(HASS), and government and industry organisations involved in urban water and water 
services.  

Why ‘Cross-connections’? 

The title of the project is deliberately provocative, in putting a positive connotation on a 
situation that plumbers do their best to avoid: a cross-connection that might mingle potable 
with non-potable water. The uneasiness about mix-ups and pollution is meant to capture 
something of the anxiety that can be associated with interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral 
projects: the nervousness about incursions of ‘outsiders’ into one’s own clearly defined 
terrain, the anxiety of ‘insiders’ leaving their comfortable ground to cross boundaries and 
encounter new networks. Yet as we learn from social anthropologists like Mary Douglas, the 
desire to separate everything into unambiguous and pure categories manifests as sterility in 
cultures that cling too rigorously to their classification systems. Too much purity leads to 
brittleness and paralysis in the face of the ambiguities, paradoxes and challenges posed by 
other kinds of knowledge systems or the ever-surprising and unfathomably complex real 
world itself. Hence, the threat of pollution from a cross-connection might also hold the promise 
of fertility; of innovation that springs from realignments; and new flows and exchanges across 
boundaries of disciplines, institutions and sectors that raise new kinds of questions and 
unpredicted solutions.  

1.1 Project outline 
The project had three main research components leading to this final report: 

Research directory  

This entailed the compilation of a modest directory of researchers and recent projects on 
water with a social or cultural focus—now produced as a downloadable, searchable PDF file, 
Tributaries: A directory of social and cultural research on urban water. The work included 
web-based and bibliographic research, and making direct contacts to identify social and 
cultural researchers working on water, as well as organisations that could conduct or auspice 
socio-cultural research. Twenty-six researchers completed a detailed questionnaire about 
their projects and reflections on interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral work, while interviews or 
small group discussions were conducted with an overlapping group of 22 social researchers, 
mostly associated with universities and a few from CSIRO, some of whom also attended a 
project workshop. The Tributaries directory lists 158 researchers and 100 organisations, and 
its bibliography cites around 300 project reports, articles, chapters or books by the 
researchers. In addition, there are descriptive outlines of sample projects in different problem 
areas. Researchers and organisations are coded by keywords designed to make sense to 
people in the water sector.  
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Water managers’ interviews 

This second component was an interview-based study that resulted in the document Water 
managers’ views on the social dimensions of urban water, which was circulated to 
participants and is available on request from the author. Interviews were conducted with 
people from the water industry and relevant government departments to take a snapshot of 
the water sector’s current concerns about the social and cultural dimensions of water 
management and research, and to identify obstacles and prospects for addressing the social 
dimensions of water sustainability. Twenty-nine water managers participated in 17 interviews 
or discussions, and a group discussion was held with an additional group of nine university-
based consultants, researchers and postgraduates. All but two of these recorded 
conversations were professionally transcribed. Interviewees were drawn from government 
departments concerned with environment and/or water, local government, water utilities, a 
peak industry body, and engineering and allied university researchers with close ties to 
industry. Their positions ranged from chief executive officers (CEOs) to managers of policy, 
research, communications and sustainability; as well as researchers and independent 
consultants from Western Australia, South Australia1, Victoria, New South Wales and 
Queensland. 

Knowledge exchange workshops 

Two knowledge exchange workshops comprised the third main project activity. The first of 
these, Building Enduring Links Between Social and Cultural Researchers and Urban Water 
Management (Building Enduring Links, or BEL) was hosted by the Commission at the Marque 
Hotel in Canberra on 10 February 2011 and attended by 16 people. The second workshop, 
Building Collaborative Capacity in Urban Water (BCC) hosted by the Centre for Cultural 
Research at the Park Royal Hotel in Parramatta, New South Wales, 24–25 March 2011, with 
a total of 38 participants over one-and-a-half days.  

Final report 

This final report brings together findings from the whole project, with a particular focus on 
issues relating to collaborative relationships between researchers from HASS and the urban 
water sector, which includes both industry and government bodies. The project has benefited 
from conversations with members of the project reference group.  

Those wanting a quick sense of the main findings are invited to skip to the last chapter 
(Chapter 9), which recapitulates themes from across the project and makes suggestions for 
future developments. Section 8.7 in Chapter 8 summarises research priorities. 

A 12-page summary of this Waterlines report is also available from the author or 
downloadable from the Centre for Cultural Research website under Publications – Reports. 

The report is arranged into more or less independent chapters. The rest of this introductory 
first chapter outlines the theoretical and political contexts of the report, specifically with 
reference to recent reports on urban water by the National Water Commission and the 
Productivity Commission. Chapter 2 takes a more historical look at the factors that have 
worked to separate HASS from the water sector, and some of the contemporary forces 
working to encourage their convergence. 

                                                      
1 Only one municipal water manager from Adelaide was interviewed; the Fellow’s approaches to water utilities did not 
elicit responses. 
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Chapters 3 and 4 then consider the current state of play in the field of social research on 
water—first from the water sector’s perspective, then from the perspective of social 
researchers. Chapter 5 identifies some of the main problems, again from each perspective.  

Hints, warnings and wisdom from all sources about the collaborative relationship are brought 
together in Chapter 6, which uses the metaphor of a committed relationship to organise the 
material. Chapter 7 considers some of the challenges for successful community engagement.  

The knowledge exchange workshops, especially BCC, provided most of the material in 
Chapter 8, which outlines emerging agendas for research and action. Chapter 9 gathers up 
the findings in the form of a list of problems and possible solutions, including ideas for forging 
stronger links between the sectors.  

Most quotations from interviews, transcripts, survey responses and emails throughout this 
report are anonymous by agreement with participants.  

1.2 A note on definitions and terminology 
In this project, ‘urban water’ and ‘the urban water sector’ do not have as broad a definition as 
they do for the Commission, for whom it ‘covers large cities, smaller cities and towns, as well 
as smaller communities (including some Indigenous communities) that have reticulated water 
or wastewater systems and associated services’ (National Water Commission 2011, 3). This 
research focused on capital cities and did not include regional cities. However, the Tributaries 
directory includes some researchers who do focus on rural, regional and remote areas.  

Throughout this report the following abbreviations are used: 

• HASS—humanities, arts and social sciences  

• STEM—science, technology, engineering and medicine (or mathematics).  

This practice has been adopted from a 2010 report Connecting ideas: Collaborative 
innovation for a complex world, by John Spoehr and colleagues at the Australian Institute of 
Social Research, Adelaide. Although focused mainly on strategies for South Australia, the 
report contains a wealth of material and contributions from many researchers and 
professionals in the innovation sector. It presents a version of the following diagram (Figure 
1), taken from a 2008 London School of Economics report on maximising the impacts of 
HASS research. It would have been more accurate to use the British term ‘HSS’, because this 
research excluded arts (in the sense of fine arts, community arts, etc.) as beyond the project’s 
scope. However, HASS was used in original documentation and is retained for consistency. 
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Figure 1: HASS and STEM sectors.  
Source: Spoehr et al. (2010, 7) (after LSE 2008, 16). 

In their research, Spoehr et al. (2010, 13) identified the undervaluation of HASS as the 
unmentionable ‘elephant in the room’. This project also found that many contributors from 
both HASS and STEM sectors were keen to make links between them, but ‘few acknowledge 
that HASS disciplines do not enjoy the high status afforded to STEM disciplines in the 
innovation debate’ (Spoehr et al. 2010, 13). Appendix B is an excerpt from a government 
report showing government funding for different fields of research in the financial year 2008–
09, represented by dollar amounts, and then by percentage proportion of funding. The entire 
spectrum of humanities, arts and social sciences—plus education, economics, 
business/commerce, and design and the built environment—together attracted a total of 5% 
of the government’s research funding, compared to 95% going to the STEM research fields. 
The largest proportion of funds (17.9%) went to engineering, whose $610.7 million in research 
funding was 12 times the amount received by the best-funded HASS field (studies in human 
society) and 265 times the research support for language, communication and culture.  

One way to redress this balance is suggested by a British report quoted approvingly by 
Spoehr et al. (2010, 13), which advocates arriving at a more balanced valuation of HASS 
contributions to national wealth via a shift from a STEM-centred emphasis on the ‘science 
base’ and towards a more HASS-inclusive notion of the ‘research base’ needed for modern 
advanced economies, especially where services sectors are so large and understanding the 
users of those services so vital to business success (British Academy 2004, esp. 9, 72). 
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1.3 Context: a changing industry 
The last decade has been a period of substantial change in the urban 
water industry, in Australia and internationally. A new paradigm of 
IUWM has emerged and appears to have taken root. As 
Niemczynowicz (1999) stated, ‘we are beginning to talk not only about 
some new isolated technologies but instead about new total system 
solutions’. (Mitchell 2006, 589) 

Almost everyone associated with the water industry who was interviewed for this project 
observed that the water industry’s role has undergone significant shifts over the last five to ten 
years, especially around issues of responsibility for water and involvement with communities. 
One explanation for this was that, as the millennium drought went on—resulting in the 
imposition of long and harsh water restrictions—water managers became more willing to 
acknowledge that urban water sustainability could not be achieved by water utilities alone, 
and needed the cooperation of water users and others with stakes in water, and in the natural 
and built environments.  

Such shifts have been discussed in the literature on water governance in terms of transitions 
between different forms of ‘the hydrosocial contract’—the unwritten agreements between 
people and governments around water (Turton and Meissner 2002), or as Monash University 
researchers Rebekah Brown, Nina Keath and Tony Wong define it: 

…the pervading values and often implicit agreements between 
communities, governments and business on how water should be 
managed. This contract is shaped by the dominant cultural perspective 
and historically embedded urban water values, expressed through 
institutional arrangements and regulatory frameworks, and physically 
represented through water systems infrastructure. (Brown et al. 2009, 
848) 
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Brown et al. (2009) found that water authorities have progressively accumulated new roles 
and duties (especially environmental management) without relinquishing old ones (such as 
public health), leading to possible conflicts between roles. A variant of their transitions model 
appears in the National Water Commission report Urban water in Australia: Future directions 
(National Water Commission 
2011):

 
Figure 2: The expanding definition of urban water services 
Source: National Water Commission (2011, 4). 

While the National Water Commission’s model emphasises the expanding suite of technical 
tasks and environmental responsibilities accrued by contemporary urban water managers, of 
interest from a cultural research perspective is the changing character of the relationship 
between water utilities and the people and communities they serve, and along with that, shifts 
in definition of the role and responsibilities of water consumers.  

A model of user-provider models 

Changing distributions of power, knowledge and control in the relationships between water 
consumers and service providers are mapped in a model developed by Yolande Strengers 
and the author, based on independently conducted prior studies (Sofoulis and Strengers 
2011; see Appendix C), and informed by earlier European studies of activity and passivity in 
user-provider relations (e.g. Van Vliet et al. 2005). We believe such a model is needed to 
counter the confusion and sloppy thinking about different models of water consumers that we 
have observed amongst industry and government water professionals, and which leads to 
contradictory messages to ‘customers’ compared with ‘communities’. 

Historical: citizen 
In historical models prevailing from the nineteenth and through most of the twentieth 
centuries, government authorities performed heroic feats of engineering to supply growing 
urban centres from increasingly distant sources. The historical user–provider relationship is of 
public benefactor to public beneficiary: city dwellers were supplied with ‘one size fits all’ water 
services, augmented according to predicted increases in demand. The users in effect traded 
their former autonomy and responsibility for local water in return for dependence on 
governments for reliable provision through inter-catchment transfers. Disconnected from 
distant water sources by massive and largely invisible infrastructures, urban residents had no 
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responsibilities but to consume water and enjoy the public health benefits of piped potable 
water and the convenience of sewerage systems.  

Questions about individual customer preferences or different cultural uses and meanings of 
water, and concerns about whether people understand the water cycle or if they sufficiently 
valued water, did not arise under this top-down or ‘Hobbesian’ (Turton and Meissner 2002) 
form of hydrosocial contract—where the main social science of interest was demography 
(population statistics) that could help water managers ‘predict and provide’ for increased 
demand by a statistically average citizen consumer (Sofoulis 2011b). This model of the 
average citizen consumer remains the bedrock of water supply, and is called upon more 
explicitly whenever restrictions are imposed or appeals made to save water for the sake of the 
common good. 

Historical: Customer 

The reforms that saw public utilities become independently regulated corporate entities mark 
a shift in governance as well as user–provider relations. In adopting a business model, water 
corporations redefined the role of the water user as customer; the beneficiary–benefactor 
relationship is transformed into one of purchaser–provider.  

However, from the point of view of residential consumers, this shift has little effect to begin 
with, as the basic distributions of power, knowledge and responsibility over water remain 
barely changed and consumers have no more choice than before reform. If anything, 
consumer responsibility for water use is diminished because the customer model demotes the 
idea of common good and promotes the idea of entitlement to use whatever one can pay for.  

For this reason, the Sofoulis and Strengers model classifies ‘the customer’ under the same 
general category as the historical form. An ongoing legacy of the customer model is in the use 
of market research and marketing strategies to understand and influence water consumers.  
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Figure 3: Changing roles of providers and users. 
Source: Adapted from Sofoulis and Strengers (2011). See Appendix C for full chart. 

Rationalist 

The transition to what the National Water Commission diagram labels ‘Urban Water Cycle 
Management’ is prompted when continued urban growth, source depletion and other 
environmental problems limit supply-side solutions, and demand management becomes a 
focus. Communities and environmental advocates press for better waterways management, 
and water providers find themselves having to solicit people’s cooperation to lower their water 
consumption. In the corresponding transition to what we call a rationalist model of user–
provider relations, historical water infrastructures and power arrangements remain in place—
but there is greater emphasis on informing consumers about water, and making them feel 
guilty about using it and responsible for conserving it. In contrast to the non-responsible 
citizen beneficiaries or paying customers, the ideal user in this model is trained to become the 
rational, informed and highly responsible consumer, a ‘micro-resource manager’ (Strengers 
2009, 2011) who makes ‘green’ consumer choices for more efficient household fittings and 
consumption patterns, perhaps with the aid of smart metering devices.  

Integrated 
The next transition to ‘Liveable Cities’, as urged by the Cities of the Future initiative, is 
towards integrated urban water management. This is characterised by a vision of the city as a 
water catchment, and a new openness of the water industry to collaboration with other 
sectors; a greater variety of water sources and infrastructures; and a more balanced 
distribution of power, knowledge and responsibility between providers and users. With efforts 
to build their capacity, people could become active co-providers and co-managers of their 
demand, whether in partnership with water authorities, or in community networks that could 
support new systems and sustainable practices without necessary involvement with utilities 
(Medd and Chappells 2008; Brown et al. 2009, 854). Consultative water planning, 
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experiments in decentralised water services (including rainwater tanks) and partnerships for 
local solutions prefigure such integrated approaches.  

The transition from a customer emphasis to more integrated and participatory approaches is 
complicated by the historical background, and an unfortunate synchrony whereby the rise of 
what some call ‘market fundamentalism’—and its associated frenzy of corporatisation and 
marketisation (‘reform’)—coincided with the articulation of principles of ‘triple bottom line’ 
sustainability and their adoption (at least in principle) by many governments after the 1992 
Earth Summit, including for Australian resource management reforms in forests and water. 
The effects of this juxtaposition, according to Geoff Syme and Steve Hatfield-Dodds, included 
a neglect of ‘culture as an input to water resource policy’, inattention to ‘the “social” bottom 
line’, and the disappearance of earlier recognitions of the social benefits of water ‘in 
preference to modern economic rationalism and the tendency for governments to refrain from 
intervening in society more generally’ (Syme and Hatfield-Dodds 2007, 18). A key challenge 
for Australian water management, they write, is to overcome this recent neglect, to better 
articulate social considerations and ‘combine them with environmental and economic 
considerations to develop a holistic approach to water management’ (Syme and Hatfield-
Dodds 2007, 18). 

Response to urban water in Australia: future directions 
In its report Urban water in Australia: Future directions (2011) the Commission2 reflected on 
the performance of corporatised water utilities, the sometimes panicked responses different 
states and utilities made to the recently broken millennium drought, and the issues facing the 
urban water industry in what it conceives as the next stage of reform.  

This review situates itself at an intermediate phase of transitions in the water industry and 
favours the model of users as customers. The Commission distances itself from the one-size-
fits-all historical emphasis on decisions made ‘for the good of the customer base as a whole’ 
(National Water Commission 2011, 43) and likewise rejects the idea of ‘a homogeneous 
customer voice’ (30). But in contrast to the user-blaming rhetoric of rationalist approaches to 
demand management, the Commission wants to move ‘away from divisive debates about 
how individuals choose to use water’ (43) so that ‘consumers do not feel guilty for using water 
to meet their daily needs’ (9). It would like to see a reduced stress on water restrictions as a 
demand management tool (9) and allow ‘customers to better express their unique 
preferences’ (43), including through more opportunities for choice in terms of tariff structures 
and services.  

Although the report includes ‘liveable cities’ as part of its transitions diagram, it seems 
unwilling to step too far beyond the traditional water service provider model, or to look beyond 
the model of water consumers as customers. It is cautious of those models of user–provider 
relationships associated with liveable cities, where ‘water literate’ communities may become 
partners in co-managing water supply and demand (Brown et al. 2009). The Commission 
believes ‘the way customers are engaged can be improved to give them greater voice’ (30; 
author’s emphasis), and is critical of a recent history of some utilities making servicing 
choices and price decisions on the basis of ‘inadequate transparency, evaluation and 
customer engagement’ (30; author’s emphasis).  

                                                      
2 The National Water Commission was established in 2004 to advise state and federal governments on national water 
issues, and to drive progress towards sustainable water resource management under the National Water Initiative—
an intergovernmental agreement for market-based water reform through a nationally coherent approach to managing, 
measuring, planning, pricing and trading water.  
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Current engagement practices tend to be very traditional consultation 
and market research approaches (largely one way communication to 
comment on the preferred proposal) and fail to utilise emerging 
methods of engagement using new media, citizen juries, choice 
modelling, agent based modelling, learning alliances and a range of 
other engagement techniques. – Contributor report (National Water 
Commission 2011, 30) 

The insistence on the customer model makes it hard for the Commission’s report to recognise 
that people relate to water, water services and waterways in terms not captured by the 
customer relationship; and that these methods of engagement listed by the expert contributor 
quoted above go beyond ‘customer choice’, price signals or ‘unique’ individual expressions, 
and have to do with community-based processes of participatory democracy. To anticipate a 
point to be taken up in Chapter 4 and reiterated in Chapter 7, the phrase ‘customer 
engagement’ serves to obscure the difference between marketing and community 
engagement. Customers are economic agents ‘engaged’ through markets and economic 
activity, such as efforts to influence individual consumption choices to buy ‘green’ (Sofoulis 
and Strengers 2011; see Appendix C). By contrast, models of water users as citizens of 
societies or members of communities are appropriate for engagement processes that involve 
participatory democracy and altruistic efforts towards sound governance and a better world.  

Some awareness about the limits of the customer model is signalled by the use of distancing 
quotes around the term ‘customers’ in the Section 4.3.4 Seeking out new types of 
‘customers’, a brief discussion of possibilities for the water sector ‘widening its definition of 
potential customers to encompass those with responsibility for or interest in public health and 
broader environmental and social outcomes’, so that ‘local governments, developers, 
catchment management organisations, health departments and others may purchase 
outcomes and services directly from water service providers to contribute to their particular 
commercial and policy goals’ (National Water Commission 2011, 44). Arguably, even if such 
organisations pay for some kinds of water services, to label them as ‘customers’ places 
organisations in the same category as the individual who seeks to ‘express their unique 
preferences’ with consumer choices (v). Such organisations are more accurately considered 
as co-managers of water who seek partnerships with the utility to achieve some common 
societal good or environmental amenity.  

The report underplays the potential role of partnerships in achieving urban sustainability, such 
as envisioned in the Cities of the Future idea of the water industry entering into more cross-
sectoral collaborations to plan and deliver integrated urban services. This undeveloped notion 
of partnership also affects how the Commission understands the water industry’s role in 
bringing about ‘water-sensitive’ and ‘liveable cities’. It is concerned that ‘water-sensitive’ and 
‘liveable’ are ill-defined aspirational concepts, and that living up to them may lead water 
utilities to take on too many and conflicting responsibilities to the point that ‘Confusion about 
the role of the urban water sector in delivering liveability outcomes is stalling progress’ 
(National Water Commission 2011, viii). Yet if every individual and type of organisation is 
labelled a ‘customer’, it is hard to recognise any partner or ally with whom the burden of 
achieving sustainable and liveable cities might be shared.  

Response to Australia’s urban water sector: Productivity 
Commission draft report 

The Productivity Commission’s draft report on Australia’s urban water sector (April 2011) 
adopts very similar views to the National Water Commission on the question of the roles of 
residential users, and the economic costs of restrictions and other conservation measures, 
compared to the economic and social benefits of augmented supplies or more flexible prices 
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and tariff structures for water services.3 It too is reacting against the ‘hyper-responsibilising’ of 
consumers under prevalent rationalist approaches to demand management and their 
campaigns of ‘moral suasion’ (Productivity Commission 2011, 195), and is firmly committed to 
fulfilling the model of users as customers by pressing for greater customer choice in ‘water 
consumption behaviour’.  

Like the National Water Commission, the Productivity Commission does acknowledge that 
‘One reason behind strong community support’ for demand management measures like 
restrictions or target consumption levels ‘is that it gives individuals a sense of community spirit 
and solidarity by working together to achieve a common purpose’ (Productivity Commission 
2011, 210). It refers to anecdotal evidence—also collected from interviews with water 
managers for this project—that ‘the experience of drought and drought response has been a 
unifying force in communities, and acted as a common cultural reference and talking point’. 
But perhaps because the report comes from the Productivity Commission (and is not set 
against a background of sustainability), it does not classify such cultural exchanges, social 
solidarity or enhanced environmental awareness as social benefits to be accounted for in the 
triple bottom line. The only bottom line here is economic. Investments in rainwater tanks are 
dismissed as uneconomic and inefficient, and conservation practices generally become one 
among many lifestyle choices: 

Consumer choice is economically superior to restrictions. Those with a 
preference to restrict their water usage should be able to do so, but this 
should be voluntary. Those preferring to use more water should not 
have to put aside their preference for greater water consumption (202).  

In this perspective, water efficiency measures are not assessed in terms of social or 
environmental benefits, but rather in terms of ‘economic efficiency’ (Section 8.2). ‘Economic 
efficiency’ becomes the common currency ‘for making these tradeoffs’ between costs, health 
risks, environmental impacts, social benefits, etc. (Productivity Commission 2011, 72–73)—
though it is not clear how social benefits might be measured.  

In general (especially in Chapter 3) the Productivity Commission argues that contributions to 
environmental management, or the achievement of environmental goals beyond those strictly 
related to water services provision, should be considered as outside the urban water sector’s 
remit. In this way, both the Productivity Commission’s and the National Water Commission’s 
reports diverge from the direction proposed in the urban water industry’s Cities of the Future 
vision, where urban water service provision is closely linked with waterway health and 
environmental management. 

1.4 Discussion: customers and beyond 
From a user-centred perspective, a positive feature of both Commissions’ reports is that they 
urge a step back from blunt user-blaming demand management tactics. By emphasising 
consumer diversity and customer choice, they overcome historical ‘one size fits all’ thinking 
about populations of undifferentiated ‘average water users’, and take a more compassionate 
stance towards the privations and loss of amenity some people and communities endured 
under mandatory restrictions on outdoor uses—particularly punishing for gardeners 
(Productivity Commission 2011, 212). However, what is in danger of getting lost in the 
emphasis on customers and consumer choice, and submerged in the economistic analysis of 
‘non-price’ strategies for demand management, are acknowledgements that people’s relations 

                                                      
3 The Productivity Commission, established in 1998 through a merger of prior economics and industry commissions, 
conducts public inquiries on key policy or regulatory issues bearing on Australia’s economic performance and 
community wellbeing, with a focus on achieving a more productive economy.  
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to water and water utilities are not fully encompassed by the customer role, and that people 
and groups can act for the common good and seek to contribute to achieving broader goals 
besides private amenity and favourable cost–benefit analyses.  

As welcome as both reports’ rejection of ‘moral suasion’ or ‘divisive debates’ about water 
behaviour as demand management tactics might be, an issue that both leave hanging is what 
to do with all the goodwill and capacity to make changes in practice that so many Australians 
demonstrated in response to demand management campaigns during drought. Cooperation 
to reduce water demand represents a form of demand co-management, or a partnership in 
which both sides have made some investment. Public trust in water utilities is not easily won, 
and could be put at risk by a rapid reversion from the model of the ‘hyper-responsible’ 
consumer acting for the environment and the common good, and back to the ‘hypo-
responsible’ customer, free to use the water they can afford to support their lifestyle choices, 
as recommended by both Commissions.  

By contrast, Sofoulis and Strengers posit a shift to integrated approaches by mobilising 
people’s energy at a more community-based or collective level, and in relation to different 
kinds of water services and (perhaps decentralised) infrastructures. Admittedly, community-
based approaches cannot in the near future be relied upon to deliver services of equivalent 
scale, reliability and economy as current centralised water supply and sewerage services. Nor 
is it easy to imagine how a range of micro- and meso-scale water services will fit in with 
conventional macro-scale systems. Nevertheless, the availability of a range of options—along 
with more distributed and shared responsibility for waterways health, water collection, 
conservation and waste—are widely acknowledged as prudent tactics within future urban 
sustainability strategies. They can build urban resilience by providing buffers against the path-
dependencies and vulnerabilities of centralised large-scale ‘one size fits all’ systems, as 
Brisbane residents who had ‘drought proofed’ their homes with rainwater tanks were glad to 
discover when floods knocked out mains water supply.  

Under the National Water Initiative, the National Water Commission aims to develop a water 
management strategy that ‘optimises economic, social and environmental outcomes’ (NWC 
website, www.nwc.gov.au), while the Productivity Commission is concerned with ‘economic, 
social and environmental issues affecting the welfare of Australians’. These mission 
statements invoke the notion of ‘triple bottom line’ sustainability accounting, where costs and 
benefits in all three dimensions are considered in development. Yet each report shows that 
‘triple bottom line’ thinking has not deeply permeated Australian Government views on urban 
water management. An emphasis on the customer role defines people (and other entities) 
only in terms of their role in the economy: as customers and participants in markets. It is as 
though the sub-field of behavioural economics is allowed to stand in for the entire social 
sphere. Similarly, purely economic analyses of demand management measures (such as 
water restrictions or water tanks) often rely on translating all other values—including social 
and environmental values—into economic values. But as many water managers recognise, 
people have relations to water, to each other, to institutions and infrastructures, to future 
generations, and to their local and planetary environments that well exceed economic activity 
and the customer relation, with corresponding motivations and capacities that also go beyond 
the customer role. As customers, people have choice from an existing menu of consumer 
options, but have no choice of menu, let alone the opportunity to be chefs. By contrast, 
community engagement can be a process that shades into community development, one that 
changes the menu and enables people to cook for themselves.  

The National Water Commission report’s solution to the confusing and sometimes 
contradictory set of expectations on water utilities to be responsible for both selling and 
conserving water, as well as maintaining waterway health and creating liveable cities, is to 
flatten out all user–provider relations into the customer model. An alternative response would 
be to try to reduce confusion by acknowledging the range of different relational models, and 
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clarifying (or reshaping) roles and responsibilities for each accordingly. Expanding the depth 
and range of HASS inputs to urban water policy, planning and management could help the 
water sector better recognise roles and capacities overlooked in resource economics or 
behavioural economics, including altruistic motivations that do not compute in cost–benefit 
rationality. These capacities could be mobilised to guide sustainability strategies that are 
socially sustainable, in the sense of satistfying human cultural, social, aesthetic, ethical and 
spiritual needs that are not economically quantifiable yet essential to community and personal 
wellbeing.  
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2. Historical separations, 
contemporary convergences 

Water is extracted from the environment to serve social, economic and environmental 
purposes, and is managed and distributed in arrangements determined under whatever 
‘hydrosocial contract’ prevails between people, governments and water organisations. Along 
with delivering the public health benefits of a more robust urban workforce with reduced 
morbidity and mortality, municipal water systems had other social effects. They produced new 
kinds of humans, who were relieved of contact with and responsibility for their own wastes, 
and who could make use of water services and an ever-growing array of accessories (hot 
water systems and showers, washing machines and washable fabrics, new kinds of 
detergents, soaps and deodorisers) to meet continually rising standards of personal, clothing 
and household cleanliness and odourlessness (Shove 2003). Hot showers and flushing toilets 
became defining features of modern civilisation (Kaika 2005, 32–37), and engineers of large-
scale infrastructures were its heroes. 

Despite these deep social entanglements, the water sector has managed to appear separate 
from the concerns of humanities and social researchers. How has this been possible? 

2.1 Factors in separation 
The disciplinary divide 

A major force of separation is the old disciplinary divide between the empirical, systematic, 
objective, quantitative and pragmatic knowledges associated with scientific studies of the non-
human world, versus the more interpretive, value-laden, subjective, qualitative and 
speculative knowledges associated with studies of the human world (arts, humanities, social 
sciences). In this division of knowledge, the management of ‘natural resources’ was assigned 
exclusively to those with expertise in the non-human world: physical and natural scientists, 
engineers, and technicians, who had control of the resources and of the paradigms for 
thinking and talking about them:  

The commodification of water sees the emergence of a new sanctioned 
discourse, dominated by engineers as the discursive elites, united by one 
overarching paradigm that is based on Newtonian physics and underpinned 
by Baconian and Descartean philosophy. This combination of reductionism 
with the desire to control nature becomes the norm (Turton and Meissner 
2002, 11). 

Leading actor-network theorist Bruno Latour (1993, 2005) has argued that the apparent 
separations of knowledge spheres—and divides between the human and the non-human, the 
social and the technical—can only be achieved by various efforts at ‘purification’ that avoid 
stepping into the messy middle ground between these apparent opposites. One example of 
purification that came up in the research was an anecdote from researchers who observed 
how the separation between the human and non-human worlds was so rigidly maintained 
amongst aquatic ecologists that they could produce models of ecosystems that did not 
include humans as predators in the food chain.  

Disciplinary ‘purification’ is partly achieved through training and institutional arrangements. 
For example, although it is changing, in the recent past it has been extremely difficult for 
engineering undergraduates to undertake any HASS electives for credit towards their 
degrees—or vice versa. This disciplinary divide—which associated engineering knowledge 
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with the state-sponsored project of reductionist and pragmatic control of nature—made it easy 
to dismiss any resistance to that control project as merely romantic, value-laden 
sentimentalism. Environmental defence was dismissed in this way until the weight of science 
swung behind it, and the pragmatic benefits of preserving the Earth’s capacity to provide 
‘environmental services’ became sufficiently apparent that governments were persuaded to 
implement environmental protection regulations. 

Strong co-evolved networks 

A notable feature of the water industry is the way that water systems co-evolved with a 
professional elite of people and institutions who built, understood and managed those 
systems: water boards, professional associations, accreditation structures, publications, 
conferences, etc. Historically aligned with state power, water technocracies became 
‘formalised behemoths of unquestioned authority and expertise’ (Dovers 2008, 90) that could 
unilaterally pursue supply-side solutions ‘without taking the changing public opinion into 
consideration’ as they became ‘increasingly elitist and distant from mainstream society’ 
(Turton and Meissner 2002,13).  

As a cultural researcher who attended her first industry conferences and workshops in the 
course of this Fellowship project, the author was struck by how well-organised and tightly 
networked the water sector is, and how well those networks link water professionals across 
government, industry and university sectors. It is against this background that the significance 
of the Cities of the Future initiative can be appreciated as a concerted effort by the water 
sector to go against the grain of its historical isolation, and to build on principles of integrated 
water management by opening itself up to collaborative planning and initiatives in partnership 
with other sectors (such as energy, transport and urban design).  

Conversational conventions and habits of thinking can also work to maintain separations 
between the water industry and society. One such ‘purifying’ convention is to overlook the 
social role and effects of water providers as social institutions—including how water service 
provision itself changes social norms and drives up water demand—and instead to focus 
primarily on the public health benefits of municipal water services, and to limit broader social 
considerations to economic formulations around income and pricing.  

Statistics and the ‘ABC’ 

One enduring link between the water sector, public health and social science has been 
around demography and population statistics. For historical as well as disciplinary reasons, 
the preference for social statistical knowledge is particularly strong in the water industry. 
Modern municipal water systems were being built at the very period when the previously 
arcane mathematical science of statistics was coming into its own as a tool of governance 
that could contribute to the monitoring, prediction and desired control of urban populations, as 
well as the diseases that afflicted them (Hacking 1990; Sofoulis 2011b). The historical ‘predict 
and provide’ approach to water supply relied on population statistics, and water providers 
continue to collect a great deal of technical, geophysical and demographic data, and 
statistical metadata, for use in water supply and demand planning. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics census data is a major source, especially for the market researchers, but water 
providers also collect detailed consumption data for serviced properties, and may have 
access to local government data about those properties (such as square metres of roof, when 
the last addition was made, driveway length, etc.), leading to what one water professional 
described as a ‘scary’ amount of information.  

Although the social effects of water infrastructures and technocracies are rarely 
acknowledged, the water sector is not averse to trying to create social change—for example, 
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by imposing norms on people’s water consumption (such as restrictions or consumption 
targets like Brisbane’s 140 litres per capita per day, or Melbourne’s T155 campaign) or 
running behavioural change campaigns in mass media. As British Climate Change 
Leadership Fellow Elizabeth Shove has recently observed (Shove 2010), the social change 
movement being spearheaded by government agencies and businesses involved in climate 
change and allied resource management fields has been developed without input from 
experts on culture, politics and society. It relies instead on a pastiche of ideas drawn from 
economics choice theory, behavioural psychology and market research—the ‘Attitudes–
Behaviour–Choice’ (ABC) model—which has determined that individual psychology is the 
primary site of change, leading to a focus on social marketing and campaigns to change 
attitudes and influence consumer choices—for example, to purchase water-saving devices. 
Social and cultural approaches would, by contrast, emphasise social and cultural norms, 
people’s actual practices (rather than attitudes), co-learning and social networks, expectations 
about technologies and infrastructure, and relations between users and institutions (such as 
water authorities) (e.g. Shove 2003; Medd and Chappells 2008; Sofoulis and Williams 2008; 
Strengers 2009, 2011). 

One legacy of the industry’s early involvement in social statistics is the tendency to assume 
that the only social knowledge worth considering is based on population samples large 
enough for statistics to demonstrate the operation of population ‘laws’ and to generate out of 
these the abstraction of an ‘average’ or ‘normal ’ population unit, such as ‘the average water 
user’. This means that large-scale questionnaire surveys and quantitative psychology studies 
are favoured, while qualitative social research and humanities approaches—including 
ethnographies, oral histories and case studies of ‘non-average’ people (minority cultures, or 
particular sites or people)—have difficulty attracting industry support because they are not 
predictive and do not involve sample sizes big enough to generate statistical data, or 
demonstrate statistical means, averages or supposed population ‘laws’.  

‘DIY’ social research 

The degree of separation between disciplines or sectors is perceived differently from different 
standpoints. The Cross-connections project has found instances of ‘do it yourself’ research, 
where researchers from STEM backgrounds add on a ‘social research’ component to their 
scientific or technical studies by designing and administering a survey—sometimes, but not 
always, in consultation with expert social researchers. The disciplinary divide that seems a 
deep chasm to a social or cultural researcher may be no more than a minor dip for the applied 
scientist or engineering researcher. HASS researchers are not legitimised to ‘speak science’, 
whereas scientists and engineers—being humans themselves—can ‘speak human’ whenever 
they wish without obligation to refer to any specialist expertise about people, culture and 
society. 

That STEM practitioners may ‘speak human’ is not just a result of trespassing on others’ 
expertise, but for some engineers it is the source of attraction to the water industry. One 
erroneous assumption HASS researchers may make about engineers in the water industry is 
that they have a narrow technically oriented approach to water issues and are mainly 
interested in pipes, pumps and tanks but not people. But some engineers attribute their 
interest in water to a concern with people. One city water manager explained how, after 
farming and fishery work,  

I then went back and did engineering, but I had always this desire to work 
for the community, for people, and that has pervaded my very existence 
from there on.  

A former water planner recounted: 
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I was keen to be an engineer but I had strong social interests on the side 
of that; that was a personal thing rather than an educational thing. And … 
I went into water because water was, as distinct from, say, structural 
engineering or construction or something, something that was very much 
dealing with public issues. 

HASS preoccupations 

The separation between sectors is not only the result of the STEM sector’s powers and 
knowledge around natural resources, but also because scholars and researchers on the 
HASS side of the disciplinary divide are normally preoccupied with human meanings and 
doings, and with social structures and cultural forms, and have traditionally paid very little 
attention to sciences, technologies, or infrastructures. Although this has changed since the 
development of fields like: the history and philosophy of science (and more recently still, 
philosophy of technology); science, technology and society (STS); urban studies, and human 
and cultural geography—and is changing still more as HASS researchers become 
increasingly involved in issues around sustainability and climate change—it remains the case 
that only a minority of researchers in these and allied HASS fields are focused on water and 
urban infrastructures.  

Moreover, amongst that growing minority of HASS researchers who do engage with issues of 
water resources and management, not all of them are willing or initially able to put across 
their ideas and findings in ways that make practical sense to water managers—a topic of 
public debate during the course of preparing this report (Shergold 2011; Iling 2011).  

2.2 Factors in convergence 
Some of the historical strategies for dividing the disciplines and sectors that were canvassed 
in the previous section still retain their force, but there are many contemporary factors that 
favour convergences of the HASS sector with the STEM sector, especially around the 
management of water and other resources.  

Changing character of reality 

The changing character of reality itself favours convergence. Early modern scientists could 
take nature as a ‘given’ but we late moderns find it ‘taken’ and in want of restoration (Sofoulis 
2009, 83). The disciplinary divide between studies of non-human nature versus studies of 
humans and society has much less basis in the reality of this Anthropocene age (Crutzen 
2002) than it did for earlier modern scientists. Anthropogenically-induced planet-scale 
disturbances of cycles of carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, silicon, sulphur and water, weather 
and climate, and complex deteriorations of land and biodiversity, make it impossible to firmly 
differentiate between human and non-human spheres—thus undermining the original basis of 
the disciplinary divide and prompting the editors of the leading journal Science to proclaim: 

Natural sciences should no longer dictate the Earth system research 
agenda; social sciences will be at least as important in its next phase 
(Reid, Bréchignac and Yuan 2009, 245). 

The complex operating context for contemporary urban water managers is itself a driver of 
convergence. Changing climate and unpredictable rainfall, and widespread drought for most 
of the past decade in Australia, have compounded the problems of how to maintain urban 
water supplies and manage competing demands by rural users—and industrial, public and 
residential sectors—while also meeting environmental goals to repair degraded waterways 
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and improve biodiversity, as well as responding to community demands for greater 
participation in infrastructure planning and decision-making.  

New roles for water professionals 

This new context demands modes of decision-making and management beyond traditional 
repertoires of engineering-based problem-solving: 

The new policy agendas, informed by broad scientific analysis, have 
required new ways of framing the problems ... with more attention to 
intersecting issues (e.g. those linked to environmental regulation, land-
use planning, conservation biology, chemical pollution, civic trust in 
science, political leadership, and multi-level governance). In this search 
for broader understanding, a much wider range of expertise has become 
relevant (Head 2010, 173). 

More water managers are realising that complex real-world problems require multi-scalar and 
multi-dimensional solutions, which in practice means forming multidisciplinary teams. Colin 
Pitman, an innovative city water manager in Salisbury, South Australia, described an artificial 
wetlands project team of this kind: 

The landscape architects, the biologists, the hydrogeologists, the 
geologists, the chemical engineers, the civil engineers, and a 
mathematician, and I’ve got people from your profession [social 
researchers], and they’re all bolted together. … They have me talking at 
their professional meetings. … They want me to be the keynote speaker 
at a microbiological conference! I’m a civil engineer!  

In the transition from the top-down historical form of water governance (or ‘hydrosocial 
contract’) to this multilateral form—where civil society, non-governmental organisations and 
other bodies of expertise become involved in water management—water suppliers may 
experience a shrinking of their role: 

We’re no longer the kingpins. We’re important influences but we’re not 
the sole central authority for delivering water supply. – Senior water 
manager  

Changes in training 

The push for multidisciplinary, cross-sectoral and integrated approaches to urban water 
planning and services requires people capable of dealing with complexity, and multiple—often 
unpredictable—and sometimes intractable factors. The water sector’s expansion from supply-
side preoccupations to urban water cycle management is associated with a shift away from a 
purely engineering approach towards a greater focus on environmental concerns, as two 
senior water managers outlined:  

… the utilities over the last two decades in particular see themselves as 
being more involved in environmental management rather than purely 
water management because of the very close link between the 
environment and water.  

I did civil engineering, I studied how to get water off a hard surface into 
the bay as quickly as possible, so you build concrete channels and 
concrete pipes. Now fortunately people are being taught that the best 
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thing is to hold the water in the catchment, is to hold it in the city. That’s a 
huge change.  

Contemporary engineering training may now include options like environmental engineering 
or engineering management, and water utilities may hire environmental studies graduates. 
This equips the water industry to better understand non-technological aspects of urban water 
systems: 

I did a Masters in Environmental Management and I think through that 
process, Environmental Science degrees are intentionally broadened, to 
look at the economics, the law, the social sciences. – Research manager  

I believe that the strongest hard science profession [into] the systems 
thinking is in fact the ecologists. – Engineering researcher/educator  

In contrast to the linear causality and pragmatic thinking conventionally associated with 
engineering, the introduction of environmental and management concerns means more 
attention to biological and human social processes, and hence more openness to HASS 
perspectives. It can prompt a shift towards complexity paradigms, including systems thinking, 
which several participants agreed was becoming more prevalent in engineering training, 
despite posing some challenges: 

You’ve got to now do systems thinking. They’re struggling just to get 
them [engineers] to work out where the road’s going to go! Now to push 
about how that’s going to affect the general community, and all these 
engineers go [groans]. – Engineering educator/researcher 

Changes in HASS 

Frameworks of thinking in humanities and social sciences are also changing in ways that 
expose more common ground between the HASS and STEM sectors (Sofoulis 2009). For 
example, thanks to the efforts of Professors Rebekah Brown and Ray Ison and colleagues at 
the Monash Sustainability Institute, plus several other researchers listed in the Tributaries 
directory, more urban water managers have been exposed to interdisciplinary systems 
thinking and complexity paradigms current in the HASS sector (such as actor-network theory, 
sociotechnical approaches, geography and cultural geography). However, there is little 
evidence these knowledge forms have loosened the grip of demographics, and quantitative 
sociology and psychology, as frameworks for thinking about water consumers and 
communities.  

Changes in culture and communications 

Changes in culture and communications are also bringing technical planning into proximity 
with social considerations and community values, and have prompted water managers to 
recognise that they operate in communities as well as water catchment areas.  

We accept now we exist for the community. – Communications manager 

I think the critical thing is that the community expectation about being 
engaged on issues has increased exponentially in the last 5–10 years. – 
Communications manager 

Aside from growth of pro-environmental values from a minority to a majority view in Australia 
over the past four decades, communications managers in the urban water sector point to new 
media platforms, especially the internet, which are making it easier and cheaper for people to 
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access information about environmental, planning and infrastructure issues, and to facilitate 
interest groups forming to make their views heard through a proliferating variety of channels 
and platforms.  

In response to people’s demands for more involvement in water planning and servicing 
decisions, water managers’ decision-making processes are now giving more weight to 
community concerns:  

Previously it was always the engineering section was the decision maker. 
Very rarely was it considered on what community expectations were. It 
was about having some high level standards, often public health … and 
the idea was to deliver the most cost effective outcome to meet the 
standard. – Conservation manager  

Emerging concerns with social sustainability (and more particularly, managing the risk of 
projects running aground through controversy)—as well as new approaches to sharing 
responsibility for urban water planning, conservation and climate change adaptation—have 
alerted water managers to the importance of social research and community engagement 
processes: 

I would argue that anyone senior involved in water managing – it doesn’t 
matter if it’s managing stormwater, rivers, wastewater systems or drinking 
water supplies – you can’t manage those effectively without taking into 
account the social norms and the social attitudes to the resource. … it’s a 
contested area. There’s a lot of interest groups. … Pity help people who 
don’t take into account the views of their community and the social trends 
going forward because you’ll just never get a project up. – Senior water 
manager  

Paying attention to social interests can prompt some organisations to start implementing 
‘triple bottom line’ sustainability solutions in which financial considerations are not the ultimate 
determinants: 

I guess I take pride in it because we’ve just had a Board decision … 
where we picked a servicing option that wasn’t the most financially 
attractive to the company but actually delivered the better community 
solution. That’s a radical moment. It takes a lot of work to actually get to 
that point. – Sustainability manager  

On the other hand, some water providers and planners who feel pressured to give increased 
attention to social and community concerns may resist pursuing social research for fear of 
gaining knowledge that would further complicate an already complex situation: 

There’s an important role for social research. We probably don’t do it 
enough … I think we could actually avoid a lot of headaches if we had 
that better understanding. Sometimes I think it’s a bit of a fear of saying 
‘we don’t really want to know because it might make things more 
complicated’. It’s like ‘let’s just ignore all that stuff and barrel along’. 
Which is probably why water professionals are conservative because we 
don’t want to know that the community is ready because it’s easier if the 
community isn’t ready. – Policy analyst  
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Openness to HASS knowledge 

Despite these complications involved in HASS collaborations, some in the sector articulated 
the need for greater involvement with people from non-engineering backgrounds—whether for 
enhanced research and problem-solving capacity, or simply to better reflect the diverse 
interests of communities served by water organisations: 

I can remember the day when we first got non-engineers coming to work 
at [the department] and we thought, what a bunch of twits, they can’t 
even write a report. So fine and I’m an engineer as well. It’s just over the 
years I’ve realised that you needed to have a diverse set of professionals 
working together towards a common objective and that is slowly 
happening in the water industry. But that’s the avenue for advance in the 
future. – Senior policy analyst  

So I think the industry is well behind the need to engage strongly with the 
community, and you can’t do that if your whole water supply and 
sewerage department is full of engineers and scientists. I think it’s not 
even a research issue. I think our organisations need to be well-
populated with political scientists and social scientists and whatever else 
to reflect better their customer base. – Researcher/manager  

However, as one research manager cautioned, although the door is open to social research, 
building effective and trusting working relationships will take longer: 

[A]s the industry goes down the [path of] more integrated solutions … it 
will need a deeper understanding of the social elements that social 
researchers will be brought on board. … As they get used to that … 
they’ll feel more comfortable. So you need to think about this as an 
incremental thing, step by step, the door’s been opened now, we’re at the 
table with all these engineers, now we’ve got to convince them you’ve got 
value to add. – Research manager  

Overall, there are many drivers of convergence between the HASS and STEM sectors—and 
in particular between social and cultural researchers, and urban water managers. Certainly all 
the water managers willing to be interviewed for this project were convinced of the importance 
of engaging with the social dimensions of water services and planning; otherwise they might 
not have bothered to participate. But as the behavioural psychologists tell us, there is usually 
a gap between attitudes and practice. Despite a climate favourable to interdisciplinary 
research and closer links to HASS researchers, there are still obstacles to forming effective 
cross-sectoral partnerships, and few water utilities would claim they had gone as far as they 
could with social research, or had learned all there is to learn about community engagement.  
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3. Social research in the water sector 

3.1 Why do social research? 
‘The Customer is King’ – Ross Young, keynote presentation, BCC workshop 

• Water utilities only exist because of customers. 

• It is imperative that utilities understand and meet the needs of their customers. 

• Attitudes to water related issues can change quickly particularly as a result of major 
events. 

• Regular monitoring is required.  

Many water professionals have clear ideas about the pragmatic necessity of social research 
and community engagement, as outlined in the above points. One widespread view is that 
social research could improve understanding of community attitudes and how behaviour 
changed, and so could contribute to marketing strategies that effectively promoted 
sustainable behaviour: 

The positives I see are [the] more that we understand what community 
thinking is, what some of the priorities and drivers of community thinking 
are, the more that we can understand how we should be messaging and 
delivering our stuff. – Policy analyst 

Water providers and planners may be involved in a very wide range of activities that involve 
contact with people and communities beyond the realm of customer servicing, complaints and 
billing inquiries.  

Water industry communications managers identified the following tasks in which their 
departments could be involved: 

• marketing, advertising 

• internal communications  

• issues management 

• community relations—around big projects  

• external affairs 

• social media  

• education, schools programs 

• community engagement  

• stakeholder engagement 

• stakeholder perceptions 

• sponsorship, philanthropy  

• cultural heritage issues 

• managing social research 

• community learning (e.g. monitor waterways) 
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From the above list of tasks it is apparent that although both the National Water Commission 
and the Productivity Commission—and most water utilities themselves—greatly emphasise 
the ‘customer’ role, they are in practice engaged in a number of different relationships with a 
variety of people and organisations, including other industries, land developers and different 
levels of government—all of whom might be ‘stakeholders’.  

People may be engaged as customers through marketing exercises—but may also be 
involved as citizens, community members, or members of special interest groups who 
comment on proposals, participate in public forums or other community engagement activities 
by water providers and planners. Others may become pupils of the utility through its 
education programs, or turn into co-researchers and ‘citizen scientists’ by participating in 
activities like monitoring streams, rivers or, in Melbourne, conducting a Frog Census. In 
addressing cultural heritage issues, water utilities may even find themselves dealing with 
ghosts and cultural remnants along with their contemporary advocates.  

3.2 Marketing, research and engagement  
As noted in Chapter 1, the water industry has progressively accumulated new roles without 
relinquishing earlier ones, resulting in various contradictions in functions (e.g. selling water 
and promoting its conservation), as well as conflicting roles and relationships with water users 
(the entitled paying customer versus the hyper-responsible ‘green’ consumer). The National 
Water Commission’s and the Productivity Commission’s responses are aimed at reducing this 
confusion through a retraction of urban water utilities’ tasks to the provision of water services 
to water markets comprising customers with optional lifestyle choices that include 
conservation. Gaining greater clarity about the different models of users and providers 
associated with different phases of the water industry (Sofoulis and Strengers 2011) was 
argued to be a better way of reducing confusion. It kept more strategic options open and 
carried less risk of alienating people than when their socially altruistic and environmentally 
ethical motives and conservation practices went unrecognised, were dismissed as inefficient 
or uneconomical, or were misconstrued within an economics framework as individual lifestyle 
choices based on cost–benefit calculations. 

As illustrated by the tasks listed by communications managers, the spectrum of public 
engagement and research undertaken by the water industry also entails a variety of activities 
and corresponding relationships, and there is a similar need for clarity about the differences 
between those relationships and the models of research subjects (and water users) they 
imply. Two approaches are offered here: the first distinguishes between marketing, social 
research and community engagement from the point of view of their purposes for the water 
sector; the second distinguishes activities from the point of view of participants. 

Purposes of marketing, research and engagement 

Marketing 

The American Marketing Association defines marketing as ‘the process of planning and 
executing the conception, pricing, promotion and distribution of ideas, goods and services to 
create exchanges that satisfy individual and organizational goals’ (Gottleib 2006, 2). Market 
research is typically aimed at finding out what people think about goods and services, and to 
try influencing their choices; it often involves attitudinal surveys linked to socio-demographic 
data that can help classify people as members of particular market segments. 
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Social research  

Social research can be undertaken for a variety of reasons: to answer questions defined by 
researchers; or questions defined by those who commission and use the research, such as 
commercial, government or non-governmental organisations. Social research may be 
conducted from a wide range of disciplinary perspectives and entail a variety of interactions 
with research subjects or—in the case of historical, legal or policy studies—no direct public 
contact.  

Community engagement  

Concepts of community engagement in relation to sustainability and participatory democracy 
have been elaborated in the field of public health since the Ottawa Charter on Health 
Promotion and the related European Healthy Cities program in 1986 (WHO 2002), but are 
relatively new to the urban water industry. Community engagement is loosely defined by the 
Atlanta Centers for Disease Control as ‘the process of working collaboratively with and 
through groups of people affiliated by geographic proximity, special interest, or similar 
situations to address issues affecting the well-being of those people’; it can involve 
‘partnerships and coalitions that help mobilise resources and influence systems, change 
relationships among partners, and serve as catalysts for changing policies, programs, and 
practices’ (CDC/ATSTR 1997). However, in the Australian government and natural resource 
management contexts, community engagement is often narrowed down to a more restricted 
definition as ‘the public processes in which the general public and other interested parties are 
invited to contribute to particular proposals or policy changes’ (Planning NSW 2003, A02–006; 
see further Chapter 7). 

Sources of confusion 

Although specialists in each of the above fields are well aware of the differences between 
them, the differences may not be apparent to STEM-trained water professionals. There are 
practical and objective reasons why the boundaries between these activities may be hard to 
maintain: community engagement and social research may identify issues that could be 
addressed through marketing strategies and vice versa. Where more participatory and 
interactive research methods are used that focus on cultures and communities of practice 
(rather than the psychology of Attitudes–Behaviour–Choice) it may be difficult to distinguish 
social research from community engagement or social change. Organisationally, marketing, 
social research and community engagement activities are often placed in the same division, 
perhaps managed by the same people.  

Conceptually, the activities may be confused, as in the term ‘customer engagement’ used in 
the recent Commission report (National Water Commission 2011). Interviews with water 
managers and comments from knowledge exchange workshops suggest such confusion may 
have been abetted by the theories of Professor Douglas McKenzie-Mohr, a North American 
social psychology researcher who has grafted some of the language of community 
engagement onto marketing and behavioural psychology methods to fashion a social 
marketing variant of the ‘ABC’ model (Shove 2010) that has inordinately influenced the 
Australian water industry:  

[He] started coming out to Australia … and captured all these water 
companies. It was all about trying to conserve water, and how can you do 
it through a behaviour change program. So there was all sorts of models 
around on that. – Conservation manager 
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One appeal of social marketing is that it leads to the development of media campaigns that 
may be expensive per minute or column-inch exposure, but are far less labour-intensive than 
other kinds of extended interactions with householders, community groups and stakeholders 
that numerous pilot projects have shown to be effective in bringing about changes in practice.  

Markets versus communities 

Water providers who appreciate that communities are more than aggregations of market 
segments may elect to separate engagement activities from marketing or customer relations. 
One metropolitan utility had appointed a social researcher in a specialist community 
engagement role who quite clearly differentiated her approach from the social marketing for 
behavioural change pursued by a separate unit: 

The sort of frameworks I use [based on International Association of 
Public Participation models] are around decision making and participatory 
democracy. Our approach is usually completely different so we have a 
certain ethic around actually not influencing people—rather giving them 
the information for them to make up their own minds about things. But it 
has different purposes—what I do, and what the social change/water 
conservation area does. – Engagement manager 

Her colleague, an engineer-turned-conservation manager, was more sympathetic to the 
pragmatic ends of marketing:  

I can see both approaches really. With the engagement you are giving 
people choices and allowing them to have their views on what they think 
is the best direction. Whereas I suppose the process we’ve done with 
water conservation is we want to get a desired outcome—which is reduce 
usage of a particular resource—and trying to look at different strategies to 
be able to do that. – Conservation manager 

Levels of participation 

In view of the confusing way that some of the same kinds of methods might be used for 
different purposes (as per the previous section), it is perhaps more helpful to differentiate 
between kinds of public-oriented activities in terms of the different ways they engage 
participants. Models of participation may be found in the fields of public education, 
environmental education and participatory politics, including the following chart adapted from 
an issue in a series on Participatory Learning and Action (Reid et al. 2009, 24).  

The chart lists the type of participation in the left column, while the second column spells out 
what that participation means for participants. It can work as a map of different ways of 
positioning people in relation to the institutions involved in fostering—or perhaps controlling 
and limiting—change. What gets stronger from the top to the bottom of the chart is the degree 
of agency or sense of ownership ordinary people have in deciding about and implementing 
change, which in the present report’s terms is ultimately about achieving urban water 
sustainability through socially sustainable means. What gets weaker for each category of 
participation is the degree of control external agencies have over people’s responses and 
actions. The third column is added to the chart to show how these different degrees of 
participation map onto the user models identified by Sofoulis and Strengers (2011) and 
outlined in the Introduction. 
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Table 1: Different levels of participation 
Type of 
Participation Characteristics of Participation 

User 
Model 

1. Passive 
participation 

People told what is going to happen or has already happened.  
Unilateral announcement by an administration or project 
management, sharing information that belongs to external 
professionals. 

H
IS

TO
R

IC
A

L 2. Participation in 
information giving 

People answer questions posed by extractive researchers, e.g. 
questionnaire surveys. 
No opportunity to influence proceedings—research findings not 
shared or checked with sources.  

3. Participation by 
consultation  

People consulted by external professionals who listen to their 
views.  
External people define problems and solutions, and may modify 
these post-consult. 
No share in decision-making.  
Professionals not obliged to take views on board. 

4. Participation for 
material 
incentives 

People provide resources—for example labour, or use of their 
farmland, in return for food, cash or other material incentives.  
(Could apply to rebates and incentives for water efficiency 
devices.) 
No stake in prolonging activities when incentives end. 

R
A

TI
O

N
A

LI
S

T 

5. Functional 
participation 

People form groups, perhaps according to an external template, 
to meet project objectives. 
Involvement usually begins after the major decisions have been 
made.  
Groups tend to be dependent on external initiators, but may 
become self-dependent. 

IN
TE

G
R

A
TE

D
 

6. Interactive 
participation 

People participate in joint analysis, which leads to action plans 
and the formation of new local institutions or the strengthening of 
existing ones.  
Often uses interdisciplinary methodologies, multiple perspectives, 
structured learning processes.  
Groups can control local decisions, so people have stakes in 
maintaining structures or practices. 

7. Self-
mobilisation 

People participate by taking initiatives independent of external 
institutions to change systems.  
May have contact with, or support from, external institutions but 
retain control over how resources are used.  
May or may not challenge existing inequitable distributions of 
wealth and power. 

Source: Based on Reid et al. (2009, 24), with third column added from Sofoulis and Strengers (2011); see Appendix 
2. 

Marketing and market research are located in the first two rows of the chart, as they usually 
entail a low level of involvement for participants as recipients of information or subjects of 
extractive survey research—in which they can only answer set questions but not ask or define 
them. Whereas public health understandings of community engagement emphasise—at least 
in theory—the lower three rows; the restricted understandings in contemporary Australian 
governmental contexts often reduce engagement to consultation exercises of the type in 
row 3, where experts define the entire terms of engagement and are not obliged to take on 
board community views.  

Corresponding to the category of ‘participation for material incentives’ (row 4) are the range of 
water-saving initiatives for businesses and households that water companies and government 
agencies offer, including: giveaways and subsidies for low-flow showerheads, dual flush 
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toilets, water-efficient washers, etc.; and specific industry programs (like Sydney Water’s 
prize-winning ‘waterless wok’ for commercial stir-fry kitchens). Activities such as waterways 
monitoring and Melbourne’s Frog Census groups are examples of the fifth category of 
functional participation. 

Most social research and engagement activities undertaken by the Australian urban water 
sector appear to fall into the first four, and especially the first two, categories: passively 
informing people; extracting survey data from them; consulting with them in terms of project 
and planning briefs determined by the institution or independent experts; or offering financial 
rebates and incentives for adopting efficiency devices and preferred behaviours. The 
research found several examples of initiatives that involved interactive participation (row 6)—
often related to long-term or significant regional water management changes, such as the 
Gnangara Sustainability Strategy (though as noted elsewhere, this participation was not well 
recognised in the summary report). A few major water projects led to self-mobilisation and 
capacity-building (row 7), one being the ongoing Streets to Rivers project with Marrickville and 
Sydney City councils, where The Watershed shop front in the inner city locality of Newtown 
has become a hub for various practice-oriented and site-based community learning activities.  

 One successful smaller-scale self-mobilisation strategy is Sustainability Street 
(sustainabilitystreet.org.au/), an approach originally developed by the Vox Bandicoot team at 
the Iramoo Sustainability Centre, Victoria University in 2002, with support from City West 
Water among other agencies. Several hundred similar groups have subsequently formed 
across Australian cities under the auspices of a variety of local government and 
environmental agencies, while others have formed autonomously, with detailed guidance from 
the Sustainability Street manual (now in its fourth edition). It is a holistic community-based 
approach that gets people in the same street or locality together to learn and share tips on 
how to live more sustainably, and over time adapt their practices and houses to reduce 
energy and water use, and conserve resources; some groups go on to projects beyond the 
home. While this may involve household water and energy audits and practical tips, it is not 
just technically focused—it explicitly engages in conversations about feelings, hope, 
empowerment and spiritual aspects of relations to the environment: the why as well as the 
what and the how of sustainability. This approach could potentially build up community 
capacity to co-manage local water and wastewater facilities.  

There were suggestions from both water managers and HASS researchers that participatory 
approaches may be rejected, and reports recommending them buried, because they appear 
too politically ‘green’. This timid political climate did not deter these two early career HASS 
researchers, whose project survey responses optimistically advocated community and co-
management approaches: 

It would be great if government agencies and private service providers 
were more open to community-based solutions. I say, give innovations a 
try, because sustainability is unlikely to be achieved without a 
collaborative approach and if it succeeds everyone is a winner.  

Over time the importance of social science insights and activities are 
becoming more acceptable to natural resource planners, service 
providers and managers. Models for devolving power and altering 
traditional models to co-management involving consumers [are] still to be 
developed and implemented in many areas. 

Interactive participation in planning 

Many water managers are starting to appreciate the value of interactive participation, 
especially in planning. As one communications manager expressed this shift: 
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The things that [the water utility] could have got away with in the 90s and 
earlier, they turn up, they plonk their water treatment plant or wastewater 
plant or whatever and say here it is, it’s good for you, take your pill and 
deal with it and move on. … [Now] it’s a completely different philosophy 
and it’s driven by the community and community expectations. 

Some water managers are embracing a more open-ended approach to engagement than is 
suggested in documents like the NSW Planning System Handbook (2003). One city water 
planner reflected on the difference between her new approach to planning compared to the 
top-down expert position cultivated in her scientific training. It used to be: 

‘We’re the experts. Here it is. You just use it’. ... as you go through your 
career and your schooling, that’s what you’re taught. You’re the expert.  

But now, working in an organisation committed to community engagement, she has learned 
the value of interactive methodologies that involve communities at the outset rather than 
simply consulting them on an already developed plan: 

[I]nstead of going out there with a plan to the community and saying, 
‘Look at all these pretty colours! This is what we’re going to do!’, we 
actually go out with nothing—just a piece of paper, almost. Obviously 
there’s constraints. … [position of roads, rail, etc.] But then basically 
you’re working with the community to develop up their local plan. – City 
water planner 

In this approach, community members are no mere recipients of information or passive 
subjects of research, but can become planning partners:  

We are using research—I suppose not even research now. We are 
working with the community to develop up our [water planning] strategies, 
so what we’re doing is, we’re engaging and developing it with the 
community partners, so with representation from all our different peers, to 
industry, to schools, to social groups, the whole lot. Then we’ve built the 
strategy based on that. – City water planner 

The question of timing 

The above example highlights a point that will recur in Chapter 6 (Section 6.4) and Chapter 7: 
the question of timing. At what point are qualitative researchers brought in to the water 
industry’s planning of social research? At which point does the planning body or water 
provider begin consulting with users and communities? One water planner complained that 
despite its willingness to acknowledge a social dimension, her department was still: 

… more interested in that technical aspect …. So therefore they’ll bring in 
people at the end of a decision-making process, rather than getting them 
involved at the start. Whereas my understanding of ‘social’ is to make 
sure that people are there right from the beginning in that whole decision-
making process, and so there’s that knowledge-building as you’re going 
along with it. I think they’re gradually realising that they have to be more 
involved socially, but I’m not sure they know how to do that, at this stage. 
– Water planner  

As the following chapter suggests, and the Tributaries directory demonstrates, there exists a 
wide range of research and engagement capacities in the HASS sector being mobilised by a 
diverse range of agencies in the general water and land management field, even if not 



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  29 

necessarily by the water utilities and state government agencies consulted in this research. 
Unfortunately, this project did not have the resources to directly investigate the wealth of work 
going on at local government level or in the non-governmental sector.  

In-house versus outsourced research 

Water providers differed in how they approached the range of tasks associated with different 
kinds of public contact, and in how tasks were allocated in or outside of organisational units. 
Most utilities tended to have one marketing or communications section that handled all of 
them. Market research and advertising campaigns were usually outsourced to external 
agencies, who typically used demographic data, survey questionnaires and focus groups. 
Other kinds of social research, for example on cultural heritage issues, was also typically 
outsourced—either to independent consultancies, or in arrangements with university-based 
researchers. In-house staff from across a range of departments besides communications and 
marketing were more likely to be involved in engagement exercises that involved meeting with 
people in the community—or stakeholders from other business, government and non-
governmental organisations—whether at public meetings or other occasions. Sometimes 
consultants and professional facilitators were contracted for engagement activities.  

This participant describes a typical arrangement: 

Well, the consultants that we used had social science skills. The 
reviewers that we used to review the program, both during its course and 
after, had social science skills. And clearly our comms people as well had 
tapped into the social science literature to pick up on what customer 
segmentation meant and to incorporate that within our process. No, we 
didn’t have a social scientist full time working on the project. This industry 
doesn’t have social scientists in it, other than those [already employed] 
with that kind of background. It’s one of the areas where our industry 
needs to evolve … to get a broader set of professional skills within its 
framework to develop future programs. – Senior policy analyst  

From across the spectrum of HASS disciplines—mainly communications—marketing and 
public relations graduates, and an occasional lawyer, are likely to find permanent jobs within 
water utilities4, where they may be involved in both internal and external communications, as 
listed above. Whereas scientific and technical staff would be hired and supported in their 
ongoing development through the extensively networked water profession, some 
organisations felt that to employ social researchers would be to risk getting stuck ‘in a rut’ with 
a single theory and method. They preferred the flexibility of being able to select from a stable 
of marketing and social research providers the ones suitable for the particular task, though 
some researchers muttered about ‘tame’ and ‘obedient’ commercial consultancies, and the 
tendency of water corporations to ‘hire people who are more in their own image’ and report 
only what the commissioners of the studies wanted to hear: 

The thing, though, in saying that all the engineers and everybody thinks 
they can be a social scientist, it’s also backed up by the consultants who 
think that they can have an environmental scientist as a social scientist, 
or whatever else. There’s a lot of really crap social science that comes 
out of private consultants, and very superficial, not really going into the 
question, doing the stuff that anybody could almost do—just motherhood 
questions and so on. And unfortunately it looks slick, it comes out in slick-
looking reports that look much prettier than what any academic is going 

                                                      
4 The lack of humanities and social sciences graduates in the water industry is not necessarily universal: a reviewer 
of this report pointed out that French water utilities regularly employ social scientists at senior levels.  
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to produce, and that’s what a lot of people look at. – Senior social 
researcher 

Just a few water interviewees considered the possibility of building in-house social research 
capacity:  

[W]e tend to employ economists and hydrologists and they’re the 
technical area and seen to be highest priority and I guess that’s sort of 
the way in which things tend to operate that at some point someone will 
say, look we keep having these issues around social research, we keep 
having to send off consultancies etc, why don’t we get one of our own? – 
Policy analyst  

For others this would represent a step backwards:  

There’s no company these days that has a house full of researchers—
that went out with the ark, Zoë! – Communications manager 

Under government pressures to ‘downsize’ the public service, or commercial pressures to 
reduce central administration in favour of hands-on customer servicing, research is easily 
targeted as a dispensable luxury, a ‘discretionary spend’. Declines of in-house research 
capacity in public and corporate sectors have occurred in Australia over the last two decades, 
with a corresponding growth of independent consultancies to which research work is then 
outsourced. These arrangements have various implications for social and cultural research on 
water that are considered in the next chapter, and inform suggestions for future developments 
(Chapter 9). A significant problem is the poor quality of questions that can result when 
organisations lacking social research expertise unilaterally determine the questions they 
expect contracted researchers to answer. However, a similar issue arises with outsourced 
scientific and technical research, according to the Federation of Australian Scientific and 
Technological Societies (FASTS):  

[I]t is FASTS experience that firms and Government Departments or 
agencies that have an internal R&D capacity have a far superior 
demand-side capability to identify relevant problems and engage with 
external science and technology including public sector research 
(FASTS 2008, 3). 

3.3 Conclusion: a mixed-up world 
[T]hose who hope that the decision-making processes will remain rational 
and that emotion will be avoided would seem to be doomed to 
disappointment. Emotion is a basic part of human nature and an 
important component of democracy (Syme 2008, 106). 

At what point do I describe a world apart from policy? Where does policy 
begin? – Survey respondent 

Unfortunately for water managers who wanted a simple life, the historical lines drawn 
between HASS and STEM knowledges—and between the unpredictable human realms of 
contested values, sentiments and standpoints, and the more controllable and predictable 
‘objective’ realms of facts, figures, and physical resources and entities—no longer hold, if they 
ever did. As industry leader Ross Young has phrased it: 
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[I]t doesn’t matter if it’s managing stormwater, rivers, wastewater systems 
or drinking water supplies—you can’t manage those effectively without 
taking into account the social norms and the social attitudes to the 
resource. I would argue that water is the quintessential economic, 
environmental and social resource.  

Numerous lessons from urban Australia and disputes over the Murray-Darling Basin give 
testimony to the inescapability of the politics that permeates, and at times engulfs, water 
services planning and waterways management. Beyond ‘issues management’, HASS 
research offers opportunities to gain better understanding of cultures and communities, their 
diverse histories, and their contesting values and aspirations, which in turn could improve how 
the water sector negotiates the complex politics of water as a social resource. 
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4. Water research in the HASS sector 

4.1 Why HASS research on water? 
Researchers from the HASS sector saw benefits of research well beyond contributing to 
water industry marketing strategies. One researcher on innovative water services felt that 
‘water managers aren’t all that clued into the benefits of social research and economic sense 
it makes in … a planning strategy for new systems of service provision’, where it can provide 
‘important feedback on how the new system is and will function and can save a heap of cash 
in the future’. On the other hand, HASS researchers are not necessarily good at identifying or 
promoting these benefits themselves. This was an issue of public debate during the 
finalisation of this report, prompted by an Australian Literary Review essay by university 
researcher and former top public servant Peter Shergold, who examined some of the 
obstacles to HASS research having greater influence on policy and concluded that not all 
researchers were interested in policy issues: 

However, for those who recognise the public policy importance of their 
work and wish to pursue it, there needs to be greater recognition of the 
value attached to their efforts to translate the implications of their 
research for evidence-based policy. Public servants and academics 
need to work on tailoring research to the choices facing decision-
makers (Shergold 2011). 

It is a big enough challenge for social researchers to tailor research to social policy, but an 
even bigger one for HASS researchers to try and influence policy in fields wholly defined by 
scientific, technical and economic rationality. This was the ambitious goal of Dr Ute Goeft 
(2008), whose doctoral dissertation proposed rethinking water management from a holistic, 
rather than STEM, base. Instead of starting with volumes of the resource and its flows and 
storage, her holistic approach would start with values, such as a sense of place, well-being, 
meanings, uses, cultural expressions and—in stark contrast to the water industry’s typical 
silence on this point—it would also acknowledge ‘higher order effects of sanitation’ that 
include people’s alienation from water sources and responsibility for water and waste.  

Social and cultural research can help water managers better understand water consumption 
by addressing dimensions of society, consumption and change bracketed out by the ‘micro-
change’ focus of social marketing and the ABC: history, social norms and social structures, 
communities and organisations, cultural forms and affiliations, housing norms and urban 
design, technologies and infrastructures, politics, social institutions (including water 
technocracies), etc. An approach that grasped the multiple dimensions of practice besides 
individual attitudes and choice could provide a more realistic analysis and less user-blaming 
perspectives on what is involved in changing how, why, when and where people use water. 

At the BCC workshop, Prof. Lesley Head cited projects at the Australian Centre for Cultural 
Environmental Research (University of Wollongong) to remind participants of the diversity of 
perspectives and qualitative research methods within the HASS sector. In contrast to the 
historical emphasis on normal behaviours and average water users, socio-cultural research 
could study the emergence of norms (such as seemingly unlimited potable water on tap) and 
could document social variability in users and uses. Studies of historical, class, gender, ethnic 
and geographical differences (that is, non-average users) can reveal not only barriers, but 
also cultural resources for change, and yield deeper understanding of broader trends (see 
also Maller 2011). Qualitative methods could unearth details of everyday practices—such as 
use of rainwater tanks and buckets in the shower—and bring to light contradictions, as in 
gardening research showing people want to conserve water but still enjoy the sensual 
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pleasures of watering (Head 2008). One challenge for such qualitative methods was how to 
enhance the comparability of research on changes in culture and practice.  

See the Tributaries directory for narrative descriptions of sample HASS projects and methods.  

4.2 Characteristics of the researcher population 
The field of social and cultural research on water in Australia is uncharted territory, and this 
project has produced the Tributaries research directory in the hope of providing the basis for a 
more comprehensive map.  

Many of the project’s preliminary categorical distinctions could not be maintained, including 
the seemingly basic distinction between HASS and STEM researchers, who might be found 
on the same research team. Even engineers researching how people behaved with new 
technologies (rainwater tanks, smart meters, low-flow showerheads, etc.) could be 
understood as undertaking a form of social research (human–technology interaction). 
Likewise, the distinctions between the producers of research and the commissioners or users 
of research could be blurred: a senior marketing manager in a water utility might well be 
involved in helping design and modify the social research they commission an external 
agency to conduct, and would often also be responsible for translating and presenting the 
findings back to others in the organisation.  

(Not presuming to be guardians of disciplinary boundaries, the directory compilers accepted 
people’s own definitions of their projects or field and their willingness to be included in a 
directory of social and cultural researchers.) 

The difficulties encountered in researching this project component reveal certain 
characteristics of the group under study—some of which relate to how the water industry 
positions social and cultural researchers, while others reflect the intermittent, discontinuous 
character of funding for research; the general lack of research career paths for HASS 
researchers in the higher education sector; and the status of HASS research as the ‘poor 
relation’ (Macintyre 2010) to research in the STEM sector. As noted in the Tributaries 
directory: 

• Project reports do not, in most cases, appear in scholarly databases and do not count as 
research outcomes in university research metrics; while scholarly publications related to 
projects typically concentrate on theories, methods and findings but provide little detail on 
the institutional infrastructure, such as funding or partnership arrangements. 

• Social research outsourced by industry is often held ‘commercial in confidence’, making it 
hard to find reports or people with detailed knowledge of projects. 

• Researchers may need to seek permission before ‘back-reporting’ on completed projects, 
adding to the burden of completing a survey.  

• Although most reports commissioned or produced by government agencies are 
accessible, the convention of obscuring authorship makes researcher identification and 
contact difficult. 

• Once collaborative and multi-institutional projects are over, it is difficult to pin down which 
institution or person is responsible for reporting on them. 

• Most projects are of limited term, with fieldwork often conducted by contract researchers 
who may later be difficult to find or reluctant to complete a survey on unpaid time. 

• Senior university researchers may lack administrative assistance to supply project details 
on request. Fortunately, university staff websites are often informative. 
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• Many university-based researchers suffer ‘self-reporting fatigue’ from ongoing institutional 
demands to account for their research productivity. The Cross-connections project offered 
no incentive—besides a directory listing—for filling in yet another research report form. 

Despite these obstacles to participation, most researchers contacted were very keen to see 
this directory created and circulated. 

It’s very confusing knowing who does what, where are the centres of 
excellence, who are the people that know stuff? … Often the utilities want 
to get some research done and they’re not quite sure who should they go 
to. – Research manager 

There is little doubt that substantial capacity for high-quality disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
HASS research on water exists in Australia. However, the dispersed, fragmented, contingent, 
intermittent and marginal character of a large portion of this research workforce means much 
of that strength goes unrecognised and remains invisible or inaccessible to urban water 
managers or policymakers. The Tributaries directory is an intervention in this situation that 
may help water managers find out about relevant research capacity, and assist social and 
cultural researchers to make contact with each other.  

It is envisaged that the next stage of directory development would entail visualising and 
animating the dataset into an online searchable database that would expand the directory 
using data-skimming software, and give ready access to researcher profiles and web links, 
while also helping make visible the connections between researchers. 
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4.3 Diversity of social and cultural research 

 

Figure 4: Bibliographic word cloud. 

The above word cloud (Figure 4)—created with Wordle™ software from a sample of sixteen 
titles in the Tributaries bibliography—reveals something of the diversity that includes 
disciplines of law, history, cultural studies, psychology, geography, planning, anthropology, 
and political and social theory. A different set of titles was used to generate the cover image. 

It was expected that links could be found between different types of research topics or 
‘problem areas’ and preferred methodologies or frameworks. While no rigorous analysis was 
conducted, examination of the dataset suggests that most problem areas could be tackled 
from a wide range of perspectives and methods which, in turn, highlights the scope for 
interdisciplinary collaborations amongst HASS researchers (of which there are several 
examples).  

Most, but not all, projects reported in the survey employed a range of methods. Four 
examples from the project survey list the following methods: 

• fieldwork, questionnaires, stakeholder consultations, statistical analysis 

• fieldwork, stakeholder consultations, household diaries, household tours, whole-of-
household (group) interviews 

• the usual legal research methodologies were employed. The present law was reviewed, 
the changes to it were reviewed and a critical evaluation of the impact of those changes 
was made  

• ethnographic fieldwork (employing in-depth interviews and participant observation … as a 
catchment volunteer).  
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Linking in with STEM-based projects allows HASS researchers to gain research support as 
members of interdisciplinary teams, as these project survey examples illustrate: 

• The background of the main project team is in social psychology, human geography, 
economics and public health. Two of the sub-components of the project are integrated 
with … projects that are run by water engineers.  

• This is a collaborative project with engineers, urban planners, designers, social scientists 
and environmental managers. 

• Areas of expertise of the researchers involved were: climatology, hydrology, natural 
resources management, water resources modelling and management, environmental 
science, resource and environmental geography, social and political geography, 
psychiatric epidemiology, human geography, environmental engineering, 
mathematics/statistics, and climate change impacts and adaptation. 

• The team has comprised: two social ecologists, a biometrician, project manager 
(environmental scientist), technical support and field staff, and a data manager.  

Not all research is funded with research grants or involves public contact. For example, 
humanities projects based on scholarship, desktop research and archival studies may be 
conducted by sole researchers.  

4.4 Some findings about the research 
landscape 

Putting observations of the directory entries together with comments from interviews with 
water managers leads to the following general findings about the research landscape: 

• The diversity, depth and range of theories, methods and perspectives employed in 
research on water can cover the full range of HASS disciplines; whereas the social 
research auspiced by water utilities—or offered by commercial consultancies—tends to 
emphasise marketing, psychology, demographics and economics.  

• Although funding levels of HASS are miniscule compared to technical and scientific water 
projects, HASS researchers access a very wide range of partners and sources of support. 

• Users of social research do not all have a sound understanding of the differences 
between marketing and engagement, or of varying levels of participation of research 
subjects in different modes of research and engagement. 

• Most in the urban water sector use the term ‘social science’ to cover a range of disciplines 
and methods, which may include some of mixed HASS methods (such as cultural 
studies), but have little understanding of the term ‘humanities’, the qualitative social 
sciences (such as ethnography) or the newer interdisciplinary HASS fields that border on 
STEM (such as cultural geography, or actor-network theory; see Anderson and Braun 
2008).  

• The outsourcing of social research maintains the vast majority of HASS researchers on 
water in a marginal and dependent relation to the water sector, with little power to 
influence the direction of research programs, and in a poor position to help translate 
findings into organisational action. 

• In strong contrast to water industry professionals, HASS researchers on water have small 
and weak networks without much supporting funding or infrastructure, almost no jobs in 
the industry, no key journals, research databases or repositories, no centres of 
excellence, no annual conferences in the field, no professional associations, and no 
readily identifiable leaders or spokespeople.  
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The capital-intensive nature of much scientific and technological research means that much of 
it takes place around expensive equipment and facilities concentrated in particular research 
centres. Unaware of the huge disparities in research funding between HASS and STEM 
sectors (the ‘elephant in the room’, Spoehr et al. 2010, 13), water professionals and STEM 
experts may erroneously assume that similar centres exist for HASS research, or infer that 
lack of specialised centres means lack of expertise or research capacity. But HASS research 
occurs in quite different contexts, much of it conducted by individual researchers or small 
teams, and in any Australian university it would be possible to find HASS researchers with the 
capacity to contribute to social and cultural research on water 

Although there is no special centre for cultural and social research on water, it is important to 
note that many research centres regularly conduct such research (see the Tributaries 
directory), some of the more consistently water-oriented being: 

• Australian Centre for Cultural Environmental Research, University of Wollongong—a 
recently established centre with particular expertise in cultural geography and multiscalar 
approaches 

• Fenner School of Environment and Society, The Australian National University—
established centre with a strong record of social and policy studies in the field of water 

• Institute for Social Sciences Research, University of Queensland—one of this large 
centre’s programs is on sustainability and the environment, which includes policy studies 
and major social and behavioural research projects on water 

• Institute for Sustainable Futures, University of Technology Sydney—well-established 
research centre whose projects include some with a strong user-centred and/or social 
sustainability focus 

• Monash Sustainability Institute, Monash—and the Centre for Water-Sensitive Cities—
amongst the wide spectrum of research here is a particular concentration on water 
governance, institutional dynamics and sociotechnical approaches 

• Social and Behavioural Sciences Group, Social and Economic Science Program, 
CSIRO—this successor to the Australian Research Centre for Water and Society has its 
central office in Perth; it has a strong psychology emphasis and undertakes relevant 
projects on water and climate change. 
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5. Key problems encountered  
This project was interested in finding out about any problems water managers had 
encountered in applying the results of social research, as well as problems that social and 
cultural researchers may have encountered doing research in collaborative and 
interdisciplinary projects on water.  

5.1 Industry perspectives 
Conflicting drivers  

More than one interviewee noted the conflicting drivers of research activity, especially the gap 
between what the water industry wanted from research and what universities rewarded. One 
research manager with a science background reflected on the need for translating research 
findings into implementable knowledge: 

The other problem why translation doesn’t happen even for valuable 
research is that the researchers are not interested in that path. The 
researchers like to do the research, write the papers and go to the 
conferences. The sort of transfer of technology into the business is not 
what they like doing. – Research manager  

This interviewee noted how, on the one hand, there is a competitive drive for academic 
researchers to enter research partnerships with the water industry, resulting in the tendency 
‘for the research community to “divide and conquer” because every single university thinks 
they know about water’ and competes with others for research funding.  

It is de rigueur for universities to claim commitment to ‘engagement activities’ with external 
agencies and partners, yet much rarer for those activities to be adequately recognised in 
academic workloads. Career advancement for most university researchers continues to 
depend on publishing books and scholarly papers in prestige refereed journals, and other 
academic research outputs, while practical reports they write for external partners count for 
little. As Peter Shergold noted of HASS researchers, ‘too often they discover that policy 
research undertaken and funded by government agencies has restrictions placed on its 
publication’ and their contributions to policy documents are given ‘inadequate recognition’ 
(Shergold 2011), which happens when social research reports on water are consigned to the 
non-public ‘grey literature’  

Mismatched expectations  

It is to some extent inevitable that expectations about the outcomes of research can be 
disappointed—for the researchers, as well as the commissioners and users of the research. 
To the extent it has an experimental dimension, research carries the risk of not working out as 
planned. Moreover, if the wrong questions are asked, the answers will not prove satisfactory. 

One experienced government policy analyst suggested that downsizing expectations is one 
way to cope with the problem of research that does not deliver what was hoped for: 

My view has been—when we’ve commissioned work—that we’re hoping 
to get some information, some insights, but we’re not expecting it to be 
the be all and end all. … it’s not the silver bullet, it’s not going to answer 
every question. And probably to go in a bit open-minded in that sense. … 
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if you’re going a bit sort of blinkered in a sense of saying, these are the 
questions, and the answers to these questions will solve all the problems 
of the world, then you’re kidding yourself. 

On a similar point about managing expectations of research results, one HASS researcher 
contended that social scientists need to take more responsibility for the limits of their work, or 
try to make it as useful as possible, and in particular need to be clear that ‘writing the report 
will not necessarily fix the problem’.  

Researchers might readily connect up their research findings with broader ideas in theory, but 
industry partners are more interested in how to translate them into policy and practice. There 
is a feeling this is not always done well: 

We do a lot of research and what we don’t do well with it is analyse it and 
deliver it back into the business well enough in terms of how we use that 
research. – Communications manager  

Water managers’ expectations that knowledge generated in HASS research will be presented 
in everyday language with clear directions for implementation are not always fulfilled: 

…it’s really easy in an issue … to go and do a market research study and 
say, this is what people told us. What I’ve struggled with is it’s much rarer 
to actually get a good piece of research back that says, this is what it’s 
told us, this is what we’ve learnt and this is how you can go about doing 
something. – Water manager 

We can pay for research and then at the end of the day, people say, what 
do you want me to do? People use the language, ‘What do I do on 
Monday?’ So they’re the [projects] that are considered a flop where there 
isn’t a direct outcome in an action to do. That’s the hard part because it 
has to be fed into the paradigm of the organisation—actions, targets, 
dates, dollars. – Sustainability manager 

Organisations with a strong science and engineering focus can have trouble making practical 
sense of the kinds of knowledge and recommendations made by social researchers, which 
can be hedged by many verbal qualifiers that are very unlike the procedural instructions 
familiar to technical experts, as this interviewee explains: 

Generally speaking the history of the water industry is we have detailed 
reports with clear recommendations of action. Very clear and concise. 
The outcome of social research project is ‘this is this’, ‘could be this’, 
‘maybe this’, ‘I recommend doing another research project’. It does a 
disservice to the work you’ve already done. It might be a matter of 
editing—keep it to a language that the water industry is familiar with. 
Being more precise perhaps with recommendations. – Conservation 
manager 

Comments like those above are among the points leading to the following findings: 

• HASS researchers could do a lot better in presenting their work in terms relevant to the 
users of their research, including writing clearer and shorter reports. 

• The water industry seems to want to have it both ways: it wants social researchers as 
outsourced knowledge providers, but expects them to deliver in-house quality knowledge, 
packaged in the organisation’s own language and conforming with its own strategic 
objectives, all ready to roll out ‘on Monday’.  
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• The payer/provider or command model of outsourced knowledge production may work 
well enough for construction or STEM sector water research projects that share basic 
knowledge sets and orientations with the water industry, but fails when a very different 
knowledge base is involved, as in HASS research on urban water. 

• A collaborative or adaptive partnership model is a more logical management strategy for 
HASS research, as it could ensure dialogue and co-learning between the researchers and 
the research users so that better questions were asked at the outset, research activities 
and outcomes were adapted in response to discoveries made on the way through, and 
findings could be collaboratively translated into implementable forms at the project’s 
conclusion.5 

‘Scaling up’: a pseudo-problem  

The water industry is most familiar with quantitative social sciences that work on large sample 
sizes at low levels of participation (e.g. marketing studies and attitudinal surveys), but is less 
sure about what to do with qualitative research approaches that involve interactive 
participation on a smaller scale. One problem some water managers reported was the 
problem of ‘scaling up’ qualitative research approaches:  

[W]e get some very good research back that says the best way to do that 
[bring about change] is to … engage people on a very one-on-one basis 
and to spend an hour with them and take them through the whole 
journey. I get that, I can understand that and I appreciate that. What no-
one’s ever been able to come back and give me is how do you take that 
model and apply it across South East Queensland where we’ve got 3 
million residents. – Water manager  

Despite numerous pilot action research programs over two decades showing that one-on-one 
(or small group) and peer-facilitated interventions over a period of time are the most effective 
in producing enduring change, the fact that such approaches cannot be ‘scaled up’ into some 
one-size-fits-all mass campaign means that they are never pursued on a broad scale, leaving 
the field of action research on water littered with what one senior researcher described as 
‘enough pilots to fly a squadron’, while mainstream conservation campaigns continue to pitch 
messages at an imaginary ‘average customer’. 

An expression of the ‘scaling up’ fantasy was witnessed at a Cities of the Future workshop, 
where a metropolitan water manager had outlined the complex process of stitching together 
various people, several government departments, utilities and equipment, and clearing ways 
through particular pieces of legislation and municipal by-laws to plan, develop and implement 
initiatives in water-sensitive urban design (WSUD). A water planner in the audience 
responded to this success story by claiming that the process needed to be documented and 
‘systematised’ so that it could be ‘scaled up’. Basically, the question amounted to the 
nonsensical fancy of scaling up an already large city (to what?) and it failed to grasp a key 
point of the presentation, which had to do with site-specificity and the work needed to build 
effective cross-sectoral and interdepartmental alliances with particular people in specific 
political, institutional and regulatory contexts. The effects of lack of input—from urban and 
cultural geographers, to the water sector—were never more acutely apparent.  

The expectation of scaling up is not a HASS logic but one imported from engineering, where 
small-scale models are trialled before full-size working models are built. But communities 
have a complexity that defies simple extrapolation. A city, for example, is not just a large-
scale version of a village community, but an assemblage of many villages and overlapping 
                                                      
5 The author is grateful to Andre Taylor and Andrew Speers for raising these points in the Building Enduring Links 
workshop, February 2011. 
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communities, not all defined by close proximity. The difference between a single person and 
three million South-East Queenslanders is not the difference between one litre of water and 
three megalitres, but the difference between one litre and an entire pond ecosystem. 
Moreover, although people join up into larger social and community groups and live in 
housing aggregated into large settlements, they also remain functioning at the scale of people 
and households. ‘Scaling up’ community-oriented or household-based interventions cannot 
work, as people and households do not become giants living in mega-households but remain 
functional on the same scale. In their studies of emotional and cultural dynamics of change in 
attitudes and practices throughout social networks, Fowler and Christakis (2008; see also 
Christakis and Fowler 2009) employ the notion of ‘spreading out’—a much better metaphor 
here than ‘scaling up’—which captures how change diffuses through face-to-face contact and 
conversations with friends, and is influenced by their friends and those friends’ friends (i.e. 
three degrees of social separation). 

5.2 HASS perspectives  
Need to get those leading water planning, services, management and 
governance activities to take humanities, arts and social sciences based 
research seriously before [they] can start to integrate them. – HASS 
researcher 

There were important points of contact and agreement about the possibilities for HASS and 
STEM researchers to collaborate and how to help ensure success (see Chapter 6). HASS 
researchers identify some quite different sorts of problems compared to water professionals, 
but almost everyone avoided the ‘elephant in the room’ (Spoehr et al. 2010, 13)—the general 
undervaluation of HASS disciplines and huge disparities in research funding (see Chapter 1 
and Appendix B). 

Two key issues that emerged over the course of the research—and particularly from the 
HASS researchers—were the emphasis on science as meta-discourse, and the related issue 
of the STEM sector’s instrumental approach to HASS knowledge.  

Science as master discourse 

CSIRO is rife with that kind of thinking. It’s the norm when it comes to 
what counts as valuable, relevant and important to decision-makers. – 
HASS researcher 

One problematic aspect of interdisciplinarity is the propensity of one particular discipline or 
disciplinary cluster to assume the role of a master discourse or meta-discourse into which 
‘lesser’ discourses can be incorporated or translated, or that serves as an ideal for other 
disciplines to emulate. In Australian governmental discourses on sustainability, economics 
seems to have assumed the master position over social and environmental considerations. 
Amongst the physical sciences, physics has long held this position, with philosophy the 
equivalent in the humanities. In water planning and management, the basic framework for 
apprehending the terrain and identifying the problems is typically a combination of 
engineering, economics and environmental science. Social research is then called upon to 
provide ‘inputs’ into solving those problems or providing ‘data’ that can be plugged into 
simulations and predictive models generated within that STEM-based framework.  

The reduction of HASS knowledge to the provision of social data for the STEM sector is 
detectable in the following two statements from a contribution to a recent Department of 
Industry, Innovation, Science and Research discussion paper on national research 
infrastructure (DIISR 2011). The Environmental Sustainability group’s submission 



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  42 

acknowledged the need for more interdisciplinary connections, especially with the humanities 
and social sciences, and went on to say:  

… where social and economic drivers are key elements of the system, 
more attention is required on the collection of and/or access to key social 
and economic data that are sensitive to change in environmental 
condition or function (DIISR 2011, 13).  

The linkages to social science and humanities need to be strengthened, 
to increase the understanding not only of human impacts, but also to 
create better models and predictive tools for the future which can map 
how the environmental space interacts with the human space including 
taking into account population, behavioural change and resource use 
(DIISR 2011, 17). 

The assumption of science as master discourse favours HASS disciplines and methods that 
produce quantitative data for STEM modelling, while neglecting a wide range of qualitative 
knowledges, research methods, and engagement techniques and strategies—including 
qualitative and case study methods used in the preliminary stages of developing quantitative 
survey tools. (Without qualitative and interpretive techniques, researchers would not be able 
to identify the variables and relationships to be quantitatively surveyed, nor make sense of 
their findings.) This quantitative bias can produce wasteful effects, such as when qualitative 
social or cultural researchers in collaborative partnerships are obliged to include big survey 
questionnaires in their research design simply because industry or STEM partners demand 
them, not because surveys are the best instrument for exploring key research questions.  

The assumption that other sectors’ knowledge should be presented in an ‘objective’ form can 
also have perverse, as well as culturally insensitive, effects—as in a government report on 
oral histories of Indigenous people conducted as part of a recent water planning exercise 
(DECCW 2010). The report gave no details of the interviewers who elicited the histories or 
wrote the report, yet those details were salient to the research, which reported difficulties 
recruiting women for the project but did not mention whether this might have been related to 
the gender of the interviewee or the interview venue. In this case, a project that could only 
have been undertaken on the basis of gaining community trust through interpersonal 
interactions, the government publications style’s insistence on the quasi-scientific de-
personalisation of the research, and research context, directly violates some of the guidelines 
for best practice, especially the researcher’s need for ‘striving to retain the integrity of the 
narrator’s perspective, recognizing the subjectivity of the interview, and interpreting and 
contextualizing the narrative according to the professional standards of the applicable 
scholarly disciplines’ [author’s emphasis] (Oral History Association, 2009).  

Another related consequence of working on HASS research within a strongly rationalist 
framework was the difficulty in addressing issues around feelings. One researcher had found 
that although there was ‘lip service given to human motivations’, it was hard to find ways to 
translate the sentimental attachments to, and strong feelings for, the life force associated with 
water into something water planners understand—though this project found some examples 
of water planners who could express such feelings. 

Instrumental approaches to HASS research 

[S]o the hard scientists decide what they want, and they get going and 
they get their whole project up and running and funded and ‘This is how 
we’re going to do it!’ and then they say, ‘Now, of course we need a bit of 
social science’, so then the social science just becomes a service 
provider, does not have any intellectual input into it at all, hasn’t been part 



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  43 

of defining the problem, so the problem is only half-defined anyway, 
because it doesn’t have the people side of it. But unless you’ve got those 
relationships, talking about the question together first and then designing 
a research project, it’s not going to work. – Senior social researcher 

In part because of its pragmatic interests in how to get people to save water, and in part out of 
commitment to science (and its quantitative knowledge) as the master discourse, instrumental 
views of HASS knowledge are widespread in the water sector. Examples include the 
expectation that social research will provide data for predictive modelling of population 
behaviour, and for developing marketing strategies aimed at producing certain behavioural 
outcomes. The potential theoretical and research contributions of communications as a field 
are under-recognised, according to one research broker/research manager, who noted ‘the 
tendency to instead emphasise the use of communications in flow out to the public, but not 
how communications might help in understanding the situation’.  

The meta-discourse of science means that very rarely do HASS researchers get called on to 
help map the field, identify and analyse the problems, and define the questions to be 
researched in terms and languages from the HASS disciplines and fields. Instead, STEM 
experts presume they can define the questions for HASS researchers, leading to a 
lamentable quality of questions commissioned for social research: 

We’re told to go out and study ‘social values’. But the frameworks for this 
are very restricted. Commissioning agencies are way behind in the 
questions. And the knowledge base. – Social researcher 

Another researcher told a story that illustrates an instrumental and STEM-centred approach to 
HASS knowledge. A group of science and engineering researchers were planning a water 
research program for which they sought social science input and collaboration. To kick off this 
exercise they presented some interested HASS colleagues with an A3 paper covered by a 
grid of about 20 x 20 categories and subcategories of research questions, a few of which had 
been left blank as requiring social research. The HASS researchers were expected to 
undertake research to literally fill in those gaps. They felt insulted because each of them (from 
different disciplines) could have had important contributions to defining the overarching 
problem being addressed by the program, which would have generated quite different 
categories of research topics.  

And even when HASS knowledge is included in research designs for STEM projects, it may 
be dismissed. One researcher recounted a project with a marine park authority that included a 
social research component. When the findings were brought together, the natural scientists 
who dominated the team dismissed the social research as ‘subjective’ and mere ‘perception’, 
struck it off, and proceeded with the attitude ‘Now we’ll deliver the facts’.  

Writing down the social, writing up the science 

The devaluing of HASS inputs is expressed when community engagement exercises or social 
research is conducted and influences decisions, but is erased from view. For example, 
Perth’s Gnangara Sustainability Strategy was developed in part through a long and intensive 
process of intergovernmental, community and stakeholder engagement that yielded much 
interesting knowledge and significantly influenced the Strategy. Yet the final public summary 
document that most outsiders would read barely mentioned the fact that these processes had 
transpired (Gnangara Sustainability Strategy Taskforce 2009). Instead it concentrated only on 
the scientific and technical findings and recommendations—which had of course only been 
developed after taking account of all those community and stakeholder negotiations. 
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Reportedly, an account of the engagement process was publicly available as one of 52 
documents, but the web address was not provided in the summary report.6 

In distilling the complex Gnangara strategy into a summary document, the priorities became 
clear: all the political, social, communicative and emotional risks people had taken to become 
engaged in the consultation process—and the altruistic commitments they had made to it—
were simply vapourised. The ‘outputs’ of their interactions were reduced to ‘data inputs’ for 
the STEM-dominated planning bodies, informing their decisions and scientific and technical 
recommendations without being acknowledged to have done so. This rhetorical strategy 
prevents the influence of community engagement exercises being traced while maintaining 
scientific and technical knowledge in the dominant position, including as the supposedly 
objective arbiter that balances such ‘social data inputs’ against scientific, technical and 
economic inputs.  

5.3 Bridging the divide: translation and 
translators  

The Water managers’ views report (Sofoulis 2010) identified the importance of the notion of 
‘translation’. When asked for tips on overcoming the obstacles to successful social research 
on water, many interviewees gave answers about translation or finding a common language, 
and making research findings implementable into action (the ‘What do I do on Monday’ 
question). The disparity in forms of knowledge between the HASS and STEM sectors makes 
techniques of translation vital to the success of social research and engagement projects.  

Need people who can do a hybrid job and cross over between social 
sciences, environmental management and policy, and the biophysical 
sciences. – Social researcher 

You need someone who can communicate to both of you. So, if you’ve 
got someone who’s fairly wishy-washy, then forget it, because an 
engineer will dismiss them straight away. And I use ‘engineer’—any 
scientist, really. – Water planner  

That’s my learning in terms of the sustainability journey—is how you 
come up with a common language or create a new language of 
engagement. It’s very much personal learning as much as organisational 
learning. – Sustainability manager  

Although there were some hints about how the problems of translation into relevant action 
might be addressed procedurally or institutionally, it was notable how often particular 
individuals with special roles, talents or interests were identified—or identified themselves—
as crucial to this process: 

... as an individual, I like communicating, and that was my role as a 
planner. So, I became one of the people who were sort of the 
interpreters, if you like. Which is what I see my career as constituting. 
Between science and decision-making. … I don’t think this is a self-
serving statement but I don’t think there are enough people who work in 
that domain. – Water planner (engineering background) 

                                                      
6 It might be noted that by contrast, Water forever—a major Western Australian planning study that involved a similar 
range of players plus substantial household participation—did highlight its methods and produced a readily available 
separate booklet on the community engagement processes. 



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  45 

It’s that translation of that knowledge, how they can communicate that—
it’s very difficult. … To translate from the engineers that I’m working with, 
how do I translate that to get out to the community, to local governments 
and the other stakeholders? – Water planner (HASS background) 

Whereas these two interviewees were mediators between their own institutions and external 
agents (policymakers, communities), outsiders could also play a helpful role: 

The conversation that we’re having you probably won’t be able to have 
that with everyone in the business. So what’s the conduit? So she’d be 
the conduit, the conversation. – Sustainability manager speaking of a 
particularly effective HASS ‘translator’ consultant 

One interviewee had convinced his employer (a water utility) to create research manager 
positions for people with these integrating and translating capacities: ‘they tend to be people 
who come from a technical background and are a bit tired of playing with test-tubes. They 
want to engage more broadly but they want to influence more broadly’. A question arising 
here is that even if such ‘technical’ people were good translators between science and 
organisational policy, or different fields of STEM knowledge, could they do as good a job 
translating from HASS knowledge?  

The solution to the problem of translation goes beyond individuals, 
however, and the Building Enduring Links workshop identified the need 
for organisations dedicated to bridging and translating (see Chapter 9, 
Symptom 3).  

5.4 Discussion 
Some of the problems identified from both industry and HASS perspectives have long 
histories and are shared with other fields besides social research on urban water. Despite the 
willingness of STEM researchers and water managers to acknowledge the need for HASS 
research (especially social science), there are still gradients against more qualitative forms of 
knowledge being taken seriously and adding to wisdom in the water sector. The need for 
greater dialogue and collaboration, especially at the earliest stages of research projects and 
in their aftermath, was a recurring theme in the research, and processes of knowledge 
translation and integration were seen as important for overcoming the differences between 
different forms of knowledge. 

The findings from this project on the matter of translation support, and are supported by, 
similar conclusions from the researcher survey and workshop activities conducted by the 
Water Governance Research Initiative, including the following finding: 

An important issue facing water governance research, policy and practice 
… is poor communication through a lack of common understanding and 
language (Ison et al. 2011).  

There is a communication deficit between the disciplines and between scientific knowledge 
and policy development and implementation that creates misunderstandings. Wicked 
problems require inter-disciplinary research, and there is an urgent need to investigate the 
way different knowledges can be integrated with each other and with practice. 

The translation of knowledge across boundaries and sectors is relevant in various situations 
relationships in this field: 

• between different STEM knowledges 
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• between different HASS knowledges 

• between STEM and HASS knowledges, perhaps with the aid of intermediary persons  

• between government, industry and university sectors, perhaps with the aid of intermediary 
organisations 

• between water organisations (government or industry) or researchers and the community.  

The following chapter on collaborations takes a more practical look at how cross-sectoral 
relationships can be managed. In the conclusion to this report, some strategies for facilitating 
translation are proposed. 
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6. Collaborative relationships 
Collaboration increases innovators’ capacity to absorb new knowledge, 
recruit new people, and develop new skills. It enables them to reduce 
costs by eliminating duplication, achieving economies of scale, and 
democratising access to expensive infrastructure. It spreads the risks and 
maximises the rewards associated with innovation. International 
collaboration builds capacity in this country and beyond, facilitates access 
to new knowledge (most of which is created outside this country), attracts 
foreign investment, and extends Australia’s global influence 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2009, 60–61, quoted in Spoehr et al. 
2010,12). 

No-one pretends collaboration is easy, especially when it crosses disciplinary, sectoral and 
institutional boundaries. The general feeling amongst those who try it is that the outcomes are 
worth it, or at least worth persistently striving for. Although generic partnership problems 
might emerge in any research collaboration, the major differences in power and resources, 
the tendency to take science as the ‘master discourse’, a poorly developed ‘sales pitch’ on the 
benefits of HASS research, and difficulties translating research findings into useful knowledge 
all present particular difficulties for partnerships between HASS researchers and STEM 
colleagues or water managers.  

Fortunately, many people have walked this track before, and this chapter brings together 
some of their tips and distilled wisdom about successful collaborations and pointers for 
avoiding pitfalls, which were gathered from the following sources: 

• conversations with project Reference Group members 

• project inventory surveys 

• interviews with water managers and HASS researchers 

• Why Collaborate? University of South Australia seminar (at which the author was a 
respondent), 24 May 2010 

• Building Enduring Links—knowledge exchange workshop for Cross-connections project, 
10 February 2011 

• Building Collaborative Capacity in Urban Water—knowledge exchange workshop for 
Cross-connections project, 24–25 March 2011. 

Discussion at the BCC workshop identified the university sector as well-placed to facilitate 
cross-sectoral conversations and able to absorb the risk associated with collaborations that 
were non-commercial or involved non-governmental organisations (including social welfare 
and advocacy groups).  

Whereas the interview and survey questions had focused on cross-sector and cross-
disciplinary collaborations—especially between social and cultural researchers and the water 
industry—the workshop highlighted the need for collaborations within different areas of the 
same sectors. For example, one participant was employed to help humanities researchers 
collaborate with social scientists on water topics. Another had achieved some progress on 
implementing WSUD only after building collaborative capacity within different departments of 
a city council, and it was suggested more success with WSUD could be achieved through 
enhanced collaboration between different levels and departments of governments.  
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6.1 Collaborative relationships 
Collaborations are partnerships, and in this chapter, the metaphor of a marriage-like 
relationship is used as a device to help organise the material. Marriage is an optimistic 
metaphor in this context, as the payer–provider model of outsourced social research favoured 
by the water industry invokes quite a different kind of relationship. As Prof. Drew Dawson 
outlined in his presentation at Why Collaborate?, the collaborative relationship could go 
through different phases: it can start off full of passion and deficient in critical scrutiny—‘blind 
to the faults, keen on the charms’—but after this honeymoon phase is over, partners have to 
deal with differences and conflicts, learn to accept each others’ imperfections, and maintain 
commitment to the relationship and its outcomes.  

Prior to entering a relationship, a degree of self-confidence is an asset. Yet social and cultural 
researchers are not always articulate promoters of their worth, leading one water project 
manager with a HASS background to advise: 

Be clear about the advantages of including social and cultural dimensions and be ready and 
able to communicate these advantages if required to convince others [who] may not see the 
value or understand the relevance of social and cultural factors. … refer to relevant case 
studies and papers to support what you are saying.  

A lack of such appropriately documented and convincing case studies was identified as a 
problem at the Building Collaborative Capacity workshop.  

6.2 Getting acquainted: Respect 
Knowing each other is the key—more than knowing the disciplinary 
details.– Social researcher  

Prospective collaborators might have some ideas about what they are looking for in a partner 
and what they can bring to that partnership. But first they have to negotiate the delicate 
preliminary stages of an acquaintanceship that ideally is based on ‘the attraction of strangers’ 
(Ang and Cassity 2004) but where there could be initial suspicion to overcome: 

Yes, there’s antagonism to HASS but also engineers, with their pragmatic 
preoccupations, are antagonistic to scientists. Spending time with people 
and developing a personal relation is the best way to reassure people. – 
Interdisciplinary researcher 

Care had to be taken around matters of assumed knowledge. STEM or industry partners are 
advised to ‘Explain your terminology clearly as HASS researchers are likely to lack an 
engineering background or environmental science experience’, while HASS researchers are 
cautioned not to ‘underestimate the knowledge of stakeholders or end users of the research, 
including what journals they read’, which also meant later being careful about how projects 
were written up in articles to avoid negative effects. 

It was important to recognise different information needs of the project and partners, and of 
the university, as well as different goals and interests that involved personnel and institutions 
might have, and to make these explicit: 

Academics may pretend they have no agenda and are mere ‘honest 
brokers’ but it is better to be up front about their agenda and goals (e.g. 
academic publications).– HASS researcher. 
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One survey respondent found that cross-university forums convened for researchers deemed 
‘relevant’ by some senior manager were ‘too top-down’ to succeed in building collaborations. 
This survey respondent advised industry partners to be selective: 

Look for (i) people who publish, and (ii) are not overly inclined to treat a 
critical stance as an excuse for unconstructive whingeing. And to decide 
exactly what ‘social’ aspect of their problem set is the topic, and thus be 
able to choose the discipline (or more likely sub-discipline) that is 
relevant. 

Another advised that tackling the assumption of science as the master discourse was vital in 
establishing a respectful foundation:  

Need to start with an equal ground for both—there should not be an 
assumption that the physical science knowledge is ‘superior’ to the social 
sciences.  

Because it was easy for individual HASS researchers to capitulate to STEM characterisations 
of their knowledge about different kinds of social, cultural and environmental values as 
‘squashy, emotional and unimportant’, one researcher felt that people from the social 
sciences needed to enter science- and engineering-dominated fields in sufficient numbers to 
send a strong challenge to current ‘quantitatively-driven regimes of resource allocation’ and 
inflexible ‘rational planning models’.  

One researcher whose work straddles HASS/STEM boundaries in a controversial field had a 
few collaboration ‘don’ts’ to share about the getting acquainted stage. She has found it is 
better not to mention method, discourse or climate change, and to save explanations of 
methods or theories for scholarly forums among peers in similar fields.  

6.3 Developing a relationship: Mutuality 
• To be flexible about my identity 

• To be open to other perspectives 

• To work to build trust 

• To smile knowledgably (while madly trying to decode acronyms).  

– Kelly Fielding, presentation at the Building Collaborative Capacity workshop. 

Many researchers echoed Kelly Fielding’s counsel on the need for flexibility, openness to 
change and what one called the ‘need to be prepared to have leaky boundaries’ when 
developing collaborative partnerships. The lack of understanding of HASS disciplines by most 
in the STEM sector means researchers may have to describe themselves in generic rather 
than disciplinary terms, like the psychologist and anthropologist who described herself to 
industry partners simply as a ‘social researcher’.  

Because HASS researchers employed in the water sector are few and far between, they are 
often the only HASS person in departments where science is the master discourse, no-one 
shares their standpoint, and very few value it: 

I feel like I am self-censoring in daily work where it [insistence on 
scientific rationalism] still nags away at a daily context. 
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One social psychologist who had worked intensively with the water sector approaches cross-
disciplinary work in a spirit of patient play:  

[I]t’s a preparedness to play with the other discipline, and I guess that’s 
what I’ve done. I mean, I’m not convinced for a moment that the 
modellers will be able to do anything like … model human behaviour in 
their models. It’s never going to happen! But you know what? There’s no 
point in standing there today saying, and saying for years, ‘It’s never 
going to happen!’ You’ve just got to play with them over time, and 
eventually we all get to a point that we’re feeling comfortable with, and 
they’re feeling comfortable that OK, it’s not going to happen, ‘But here’s 
where it does fit’.  

So I guess … social scientists can’t afford to be arrogant. No matter how 
arrogant the other disciplines may be [laughter] we can’t afford to be 
arrogant! You’ve just got to play—social scientists should have the skills 
and ability to work with people! 

Some cultural researchers suggested that a key to engineers and scientists grasping their 
kind of HASS approach was to simply think about their own human and domestic lives: 

The quantitatively-driven engineers see the social as a ‘fuzzy’ subjective 
domain—‘How do you know?’ is their question. They seem to forget 
they’re humans—they don’t bring the two together.  

Let go of pre-conceived assumptions—come to the project with an open 
mind. Think about your own household and how you use water—how 
much of it is ‘rational’? How much would knowing more about your 
consumption help you change? Stop thinking about people as 
‘customers’ and start thinking about them as participants in social 
practices (bathing, laundering, house cleaning etc.). 

Other researchers felt some of their own colleagues held on too firmly to prior disciplinary 
commitments and needed to expand their repertoire of methods: 

Social sciences have to embrace a wider range of research approaches, 
including action research and systemic inquiry, and come to terms with 
their own epistemological commitments. 

6.4 Making a proposal  
Working up the question 

A challenge is problem formulation—not just problem solving.– Why 
Collaborate? participant 

I guess the main issue is to clarify what everyone wants out of the 
project. Is it really a social science question? … Sometimes non-social 
scientists just want some market research done. – Survey respondent 

It is easy to overlook how formulating a research question can be an important part of building 
a collaboration. The quality of research questions emerged as a significant issue for HASS 
researchers, and some believe there is a good deal of work still to be done in improving the 
scope and quality of questions that the users of research—such as policymakers and 
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industry—ask social researchers to investigate. Both professional elites and ordinary 
bureaucrats needed more training on this. Another bugbear to some researchers is the need 
for more concentrated work on policy and policy alignment in Australia. Although it is easy to 
blame researchers for not generating ‘policy-ready’ material, there had been no broad or large 
programs for policy development in Australia.  

The marginal status of social researchers to the water industry and natural resource 
management, coupled with an instrumental view of social research as data-provider, can 
result in qualitative researchers being called upon at too late a stage in project development, 
as per the quote in the previous chapter on how STEM researchers ‘get their whole project up 
and running and funded and … then they say, “Now, of course we need a bit of social 
science.”’ This also means social researchers may be expected to answer questions 
developed by people with no special HASS expertise, or questions that could be pursued by 
market researchers.  

This experienced social research collaborator was among those who raised the timing 
question: 

You need to start thinking about the social and cultural aspects before the 
projects are under way so that it can be built into the scope of the project. 
Too many times it is an afterthought or it is too late for those components 
to be incorporated. The qualitative research can be just as valuable and 
significant as quantitative data. They can complement and support each 
other. It provides you with the complete picture, not just the hard figures.  

A similar conclusion about collaborating on the questions could be arrived at by water 
professionals who had been beleaguered by university researchers (mostly from STEM 
areas) seeking funding for projects they have defined:  

What has happened in the past is universities that come to the utilities 
and say, this is what I think you should be doing. And it tended to be what 
the researchers thought was important. … But I think what’s happening 
now is the utilities are taking the lead and saying, this is what we need 
from a strategic point of view. These are the answers we need. These are 
the questions—the knowledge gaps—that we have got. And then going to 
the academics and saying, can you help us, and then working it up in a 
much more collaborative way. … I’m not suggesting that industry know 
everything—and often they don’t—but the collaborative model is much 
better.– Water research manager 

Modest beginnings 

Arriving at a question to collaborate on can be an iterative process with a modest beginning: 

Need small projects to highlight issues, get to know each other. – HASS 
researcher 

One suggested strategy that works simultaneously to build a collaborative partnership and 
reveal problems in a dominant partner’s framing of questions is to undertake a small pilot 
project—if possible, at discount rates. This can provide useful data from the field that could 
demonstrate the inadequacy of the initial questions and help frame better ones for the next 
stage. It can also highlight differences between partners, for example in workplace cultures, 
project management styles, institutional interests.  
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Social research funding [is] usually rewarded by people who don’t know 
about social research. There is a tendency to prefer projects with 
ambitious but undeliverable objectives and to overlook smaller, realistic 
and useful projects that do not promise everything. – Research 
broker/manager 

One way of creating feasible projects that produce useful knowledge is to formulate the 
question around the capacities and interests of the actual team. In his presentation at the 
Enviro 2010 conference, Iramoo Sustainable Community Centre (Vic.) Coordinator Colin 
Hocking proposed that, rather than worry about differences between psychological, social, 
community-based or other perspectives/approaches, the key question to ask was: ‘What can 
we together understand about what to do?’  

According to one survey respondent, ‘you get good integration across sections/disciplines 
when people work on a common project and they can all make a contribution to answering 
the question’. The further suggestion is that collaboration works even better when all parties 
contribute to posing the question. 

Drawing boundaries 

In an illuminating analysis of some of the subtle issues around disciplinary boundaries and 
defensible knowledge that can cause projects to run aground, Gabriele Bammer suggests the 
following questions should be asked when scoping the problem in interdisciplinary projects:  

1.  What is known about the problem? 

2.  What can different interest groups and academic disciplines contribute to addressing this 
problem? 

3.  What areas are contentious? 

4.  What are the big picture issues? In other words, what are the political, social and cultural 
aspects of the problem? 

5.  Why is this problem on the agenda now? 

6.  What support and resources are likely to be available for tackling the problem? 

7.  What parts of the problem are already well covered and where are the areas of greatest 
need? 

8.  Where can the most strategic interventions be made? 

The first four questions help identify the dimensions of the problem, while the last four help 
set priorities (Bammer 2008, 881.) 

6.5 Sorting out the ‘pre-nup’ 
Trust is inestimable but if relationships break down, contracts can be a comfort. Smart 
collaborators aim to make expectations explicit from the outset. The many generic disasters 
that befall projects of any kind were not a particular focus of enquiry in this project, though 
numbers of tips were offered about ways to forestall them.  

Intellectual property 

One of the turn-offs for HASS researchers undertaking consultancies for the water sector is 
the loss of control of results, especially when many reports are classified as ‘commercial in 
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confidence’, and traded between the various water monopolies while out of reach of the public 
or other researchers. Universities cannot always be relied upon to act in the interests of the 
researchers in their eagerness to appease powerful industry partners. It is important to get 
very clear about intellectual property issues such as what is going to happen to the data, who 
are to be first authors and co-authors, protocols about name order (since conventions vary 
between disciplines), protocols for permissions to release data and publish results or sharing 
data with other researchers, commercialisation of results, and other salient issues. 

Mentorship  

Previous studies show it is usually senior people who undertake interdisciplinary research, but 
what of less experienced team members? Collaborators themselves may need mentoring: 
‘Speak to people (and more than others of your own ilk)—can’t learn this kind of stuff in a 
book [or] journal articles’. Some researchers noted that as mentoring was frequently a part of 
larger projects, arrangements should be agreed on in advance—for example, will any industry 
partners have a supervisory or advisory role with postgraduates or postdoctoral fellows on the 
project? What will that role entail? 

Project management  

Like the research questions, the method of project management is something that ideally 
should be negotiated by all parties prior to the project, and not imposed unilaterally by one. As 
noted in Chapter 3, a frustration for many HASS researchers in partnerships with a 
government or industry body was the presumption that HASS research could effectively be 
managed under the ‘tick-box’ style of project management templates used for overseeing 
contracted construction and technical projects. The deliverables/milestones system assumes 
procedural approaches to knowledge and path dependencies toward known results. These 
are not a good fit with experimental science—let alone with HASS research—and are 
particularly unsuited to mixed-method approaches that aim to assemble a complex, multi-
scale picture through a variety of knowledges, discourses and research subjects, not knowing 
in advance how that assemblage will look.  

Collaboration is a process—don’t necessarily define a product ahead of 
time. – Jane Andrew and Trish Hansen, presentation at Why 
Collaborate? seminar  

Points were made at the first Cross-connections workshop, Building Enduring Links, about the 
challenge of trying to engrain in industry a partnership model rather than a contractor/provider 
model of research collaboration. An ‘alliance contract’ model of a collaborative partnership 
was preferable and could lead to more innovative solutions, as parties to the alliance could 
not only formulate the initial questions, but adjust them together in the light of discoveries and 
opportunities that come up in the course of the project, redefining the project outcomes 
accordingly. 

Ethics 

Unlike independent market consultants, university-based HASS researchers are obliged to 
conduct research on human subjects under strict—many would say overly so—national 
human research ethics guidelines. These deal with the ethics of the inter-subjective 
exchanges between researchers and subjects, the risks and possible harm to participants 
(including emotional or reputational damage), and the particular responsibilities associated 
with the data procured through such exchanges. A human research ethics application 
submitted for review by the university ethics committee may be 50 or more pages long, and 
include details of the population and subcategories studied, rationales for methods, copies of 
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survey and interview questions, public announcements and recruitment letters, etc. 
Completing it is a way of refining the research design in detail after the proposal stage.  

HASS researchers usually consider obtaining ethics approval a significant milestone—
especially if, as at some universities, project funds are not released until then. But physical 
scientists and engineers in the water sector are not necessarily familiar enough with the 
procedure to share this view. A tip for HASS researchers is to explain the importance of ethics 
review to the partners and negotiate for ethics approval to be accepted as a project milestone.  

6.6 Collaborative undertakings  
Gotta have fun. Collaborators have got to really want to spend time 
together. – HASS researcher. 

Having teams that ‘click’ is a bonus for collaborative research and a foundation for ongoing 
partnerships. But committed partnerships do not necessarily have to be based on mutual 
passion: they could be companionate or even arranged affairs that can create effective bonds 
on a basis of mutual respect and shared interest around a topic or desired goal: 

I think collaboration works best with water industry representatives when 
the breadth of the project is spelt out at the start and engagement from all 
is taken to be a given. – Survey respondent 

The advice of one researcher to ‘Work from where the action is—on the ground’ is not just 
about going out in the field, but also about the way a focus on solving real-world problems can 
help people from different disciplines come together to exchange and build knowledge 
relevant to a particular context.  

Another survey respondent had advice about particular templates that could be applied more 
broadly: 

Learn from the Land and Water Australia’s Social and Institutional 
Research Program, the Bushfire CRC Program 3, and other structured, 
inclusive and strategic examples of sustained investment leading to 
outcomes that are both of scholarly merit and usable in policy 
discussions. 

One research broker and manager whose projects straddled universities, government and 
business explained her ‘co-management approach’, where parties to the project were part of 
the research team. Stakeholders or ultimate users of research on the research management 
team could suggest useful research questions and directions, and could explain non-obvious 
or unstated parameters and help contextualise results. Left to themselves, academic 
researchers tended ‘to go into too much detail’ and produce over-long reports that did not 
really work because no-one read them. Co-management could produce more useable results. 
She emphasised getting the whole team in to run project events, and analyse focus group 
and interview findings together; as well as producing short bulletins after each team session; 
reports of no more than ten pages; and published papers co-authored with researchers, 
research brokers and partners. One problem was that some researchers were ‘arrogant 
bastards’ and felt themselves above doing that work of translation into shareable knowledge.  

One survey respondent made similar points about ways to strengthen cross-sectoral 
partnerships:  
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By inviting select social science researchers to join water planning and 
management committees in organisations and institutions. By co-
presenting and co-writing. Appearances together. 

6.7 Prickly patches 
• Academic social scientists like to criticise. 

• Utilities like to call researchers ‘academics’.  

• Utility staff like and need control at certain times. 

• Both partners like to take offence at strategic times. 

– Geoff Syme, keynote presentation at the Building Collaborative Capacity workshop 

Even with a good ‘pre-nuptial agreement’ a relationship can go through delicate periods. On 
the basis of his extensive experience, especially in CSIRO, Prof. Geoff Syme advised HASS 
researchers to expect to progress in the water sector ‘slowly but steadily—not many social 
scientists in utilities (other than communicators)’.  

Tips gleaned from the Why Collaborate? seminar included: 

• Expect turmoil—especially if project is visionary. 

• Be persistent and patient. 

• One fight needn’t be the end. 

• Formalise everything—brief committees, document meetings, monitor processes. 

• Don’t look for conspiracy when it’s just incompetence! 

• Get a mentor who’s been in partnerships before and who can point out abusive 
relationships. 

One social researcher who often collaborates with scientists and engineers around 
Indigenous water issues finds some are more alert to how power works than are social 
researchers entering their domain. Being able to recognise and talk about power is difficult 
but essential, especially when dealing with marginal, disempowered or vulnerable people: ‘If 
people don’t recognise power imbalances and can’t talk about them, they can’t resolve 
problems’. The same point applies to social researchers, where the differences in power and 
resources between HASS and STEM sectors are usually politely avoided. 

6.8 Reporting and follow-through 
These points about project outcomes are included at the end of this discussion of 
collaboration pointers, but they all need consideration at the proposal stage of a partnership.  

Short reports 

University-based HASS researchers are notorious in the water sector for writing reports that 
are too long and difficult to understand. Advice to HASS researchers from their fellows, as 
well as water professionals, was to adapt their writing to the users of the research and to be 
more concise.  
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Reporting—write in simple English. It’s fine for academics to do journal 
articles but there is also a ‘moral duty’ to translate findings into language 
that is community accessible. – Survey respondent 

Higher education journalist Dorothy Illing, joining the discussion kicked off by Shergold (2011) 
makes a similar point: 

It is not just government that finds it hard to quickly grasp something 
useful from a turgid piece of academic writing; industry and business 
often express the same frustration. A short, sharp summary of the key 
points, one that avoids jargon, is likelier to be read by time-poor people in 
high office than an extended piece that appears in an academic journal 
(Illing, 2011). 

Background issues here previously mentioned are firstly, that however well and legibly 
researchers write their reports, they count for almost nothing under present university 
research metrics, which emphasise scholarly articles. Secondly, those efforts are further 
wasted if reports are buried in the grey literature, leaving them without traceable impact. 

Integrity and applicability of findings 

It is one thing for the (non-HASS) partner to demand readable reports, but another when they 
put researchers under pressure to change their findings, prompting this advice about 
maintaining research integrity: 

Researchers may have problems with writing reports on how they see the 
situation, but be under pressure by partners to tone down research 
findings—with detrimental effects. For this reason the research needs to 
be rigorous with strong, definite and defensible findings, set in context, for 
example indicating limits about which levels or domains they might apply 
in. – Research broker  

This problem arises when lines are blurred between ‘consultancy’ arrangements—where 
typically the commissioning partner expects full ownership of the intellectual property—and 
the expectations around independent university ‘research’ that is expected to stand up to peer 
review. Making research reports ‘commercial in confidence’ can be a way of removing them 
from such scrutiny—though a number of water corporations do seek external review of 
reports on research they commission.  

Linked to the question of how projects are written are more general issues about project 
outcomes. Industry is less excited by interesting theory than by practical and applicable 
results: 

Projects need tangible outcomes which can be incorporated into new 
programs or enable more effective assessment or development of 
existing ones. Clearly defining how this research feeds into triple bottom 
line assessments/ development of programs. – Sustainability research 
manager 

One research manager was keen to impress upon consultant researchers the need to make 
their work applicable:  

I very much stress that we need to really understand why you’re doing 
this work and what you’re going to do with it afterwards. Don’t get hung 
up about the methodology and what question you’re going to ask, and 
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how reliable that is and population sizes—I’m really interested in a lot 
more about why you want to do it and what are you going to do with it 
afterwards. …  

That means a compromise for the research because it means you’ve got 
to present it in a really simplistic way—‘What does it really mean?’ ‘What 
do you want us to do?’, ‘What should we do?’ … But isn’t that better than 
having a well researched and internationally recognised piece of data that 
sits on the shelf? I think that’s really important—that it’s got to be used, or 
what is the value in it?  

Evaluations 

A few researchers pointed out the need to conduct evaluations of projects or interventions 
made in their course. It is easy to agree evaluation is a good thing but there are obstacles to 
it. One is that funds for evaluation are not often included in research budgets. The need for 
evaluations not always understood, and a lot of HASS researchers would have difficulty 
knowing how to evaluate their projects. Moreover, there are some difficulties in evaluating 
social research for resource managers, because governments may be sensitive about 
findings or recommendations that highlight policy problems or failings in practice.  

This chapter has considered the relationships between HASS researchers and the research 
users, commissioners and collaborators. The next chapter presents a related set of ideas and 
tips that were collected about community engagement. 
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7. Committed engagements  

7.1 The value of community engagement 
One value of more open-ended approaches to social research and community engagement is 
that they can reveal sometimes surprising disparities between the views of water managers 
and the public, as in the following examples from interviews: 

What we discovered—which I think we knew instinctively—was that our 
preferences as an organisation weren’t the same preferences as the 
community. For instance at that stage, desal was the flavour of the 
moment internally. Externally it clearly wasn’t. – Communications 
manager 

The community wanted much more aggressive targets on water 
conservation than what would have originally been in the plan before put 
forward. – Senior water manager 

In a land and water community consultation where the department 
proposed removal of a pine plantation, we also had to identify whether 
the pines had value. And for many people, they did! They actually saw 
them as trees that provided amenity ... some community members saw 
them very differently to the way we saw it, as the water management. So 
it was very interesting. – Water planner 

Instrumental concerns to manage controversy and quell community opposition to their 
proposed actions may well motivate water providers and authorities to engage with 
communities, but the rewards can potentially be greater than gaining public acceptance for 
new facilities and services. Reflecting on his three decades researching community attitudes 
to water, Syme (2008, 104) wrote that ‘given a facilitative environment, the community is often 
prepared to make choices which are decidedly more innovative than those currently being 
made on their behalf’. Aside from the new knowledge it can yield about community values and 
concerns, and the opportunities it affords to integrate local and historical water knowledge into 
contemporary planning, community engagement can improve governance by working as a 
form of participatory democracy which, at its best, can result in good decisions made on the 
basis of thorough deliberations in which a full spectrum of views are aired and considered. 
Some stakeholders will even accept decisions they disagree with if they feel their dissenting 
arguments have been afforded a fair hearing.  

Syme argued that in addition to the triple bottom line of environment, society and economy, 
sustainable management of water needs to pay more attention to institutional factors, 
especially the quality of decision-making processes (Syme 2008, 107) and how fair they are 
perceived to be by the public: 

If we are to advance towards sustainable water futures it is important to 
free up those things which are currently holding it back. The social, 
institutional and cultural variables thus become of paramount 
importance. These must be underpinned by processes that are seen to 
be procedurally and interactively just (Syme 2008, 110–111). 

Water planners and managers may well agree that community engagement is an important 
part of their role, but how is it best approached and conducted? This was the topic of a 
focused group session in the BBC workshop chaired by Janine McDonald of the Western 
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Australian Department of Water, notes from which form the basis of the rest of this chapter, 
supplemented by quotes from interviews and project survey responses.  

Politics of social research and engagement 
I think [engineers] want their performance to be measurable in some way, 
and it’s more difficult … to measure their performance the further they go 
into the social realm. … So the shift from supply side to demand side 
thinking is, of itself, a shift away from where they’re confident, because 
they can really measure all their performance in supply side, whereas 
you’re introducing that new X factor [with demand management]. – 
Engineering researcher  

This researcher highlights how any step towards the domain of the social can represent a 
step away from an engineer’s comfort zone, where risks are predictable, variables are 
controllable and performance is measurable. The unpredictable and uncontrollable realm of 
the public is thus, by definition, a zone of discomfort that water managers find themselves 
having to navigate.  

While proponents and practitioners of community engagement can readily list its benefits, the 
risks to organisations also need be recognised. It is risky to engage with publics and 
communities who may express things that governments and water companies would rather 
not know, leading to fear of making decisions, and a blinkered commitment to just ‘barrel 
along’, to quote again the policy analyst who concluded that ‘water professionals are 
conservative because we don’t want to know that the community is ready because it’s easier 
if the community isn’t ready’ to accept new kinds of water services. 

Is there a political will to engage with communities? Decisions to undertake social research or 
community engagement exercises are rarely neutral and frequently have political implications. 
Political sensitivity and a desire to avoid controversy are reasons one research manager cited 
for the tendency of water companies to ‘lock down’ social research in the ‘grey literature’: 

Maybe that’s because social research tends to be more politically 
sensitive, that’s why it’s locked down. A lot of the recommendations or 
criticisms might have political ramifications which government doesn’t 
want to get out, that’s why they lock it down.  

I think corporations … get very nervous about controversy. I guess that’s 
the danger of moving into a more social arena is that you’re into a site of 
contestation and dispute. … That goes right back to the political 
dimensions. So if the utilities get themselves into trouble—owing to a 
controversy—it immediately goes straight back to government and a 
government under pressure doesn’t need any more external shocks. So 
goes back to the water company and says, keep your head down, don’t 
cause grief. That’s why they often lock things down that are perceived to 
be risky. It’s a tricky area ... 

Other sets of political issues can arise from tensions between a government’s regulatory and 
political roles, or even from different parts of government. An example of an urban water 
planning process was given where an interdepartmental task force had overcome initial 
departmental parochialisms to become an effective problem-solving working group, while its 
overseeing governance body remained caught up in political agendas:  

Whereas the governance group are so driven, I think, by the politics: 
they’ve got an agenda to speak to, address their Minister’s concern, or 
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government’s concern more, whereas I think the task force people were 
very much into ‘What can we do to help?’  

7.2 Tips for community engagement 
Expectations of engagement 

A challenging opportunity for water managers is represented by ‘exponentially’ rising 
community expectations of being engaged, a point made in a separate discussion (see 
section 2.2). The rise of new media has resulted in a public that is more informed and vocal: 

The ability to communicate more and instantly (and amongst peers)—you 
see people being much more vocal and socially ... They might have been 
socially aware before but they’ve now got vehicles to vent that voice and 
those issues. That’s what we’re seeing around major projects is you’ve 
got these groups that very cheaply are able to communicate and they 
become quite noisy because it’s cheap to do. You’re seeing the rise of 
that. – Communications manager 

Some water companies are getting more interested in using social media, including online 
forums and community access panels (people who agree to participate in a series of surveys 
over time), as a way of potentially maintaining a continuous form of engagement and using 
new platforms as ‘listening posts’ for gauging shifting community sensibilities.  

A related challenge for water managers involved in engagement activities concerns 
knowledge and capacity-building, and in particular, assumptions about the public’s capacity to 
understand the issues. Is the task to aim for a ‘lowest common denominator’ and concentrate 
on reducing complexities for communities and/or customers? Or is the issue one of tapping 
into the high skills and competencies of communities and their leaders and change agents? 
Can—or should—organisations enable or empower communities themselves to develop a 
higher level of understanding and capacity to engage meaningfully with water planners? An 
example of this latter strategy was given at the workshop: a water sharing plan for the 
Hawkesbury–Nepean river system in New South Wales was developed through a successful 
ten-year planning process with the Office of Hawkesbury–Nepean and a peak group of 
diverse stakeholders, who were ‘resourced up’ to the point of understanding the language of 
water planning and management, and empowered to make their views known to the 
Commission and water ministers.  

Starting out 

Fundamental questions concern whether, and when, to embark upon a community 
engagement process. There is little point undertaking community engagement if the process 
has no chance of affecting decisions. There are times for water authorities to engage, but 
arguably also times for them to just act. The proposal for direct potable reuse during drought 
in Toowoomba, Queensland was discussed as an example where it might have been better to 
act, rather than go through the obstacle of a referendum process.  

Is the organisation genuinely committed to community engagement? Half-hearted 
commitment can be self-defeating: 

Participatory approaches useful—educative (for participants), informative 
(for instigators)—but insincerity can be smelt a mile off… 
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To a much greater degree than extractive social research, community engagement 
approaches must acknowledge the altruistic intent of contributors to engagement, and focus 
on the benefits and outcomes for customers or communities. Organisations considering 
community engagement need to be clear on their own and other stakeholders’ and 
participants’ expectations, which may be different, and need discussion and mutual 
agreement—or at least, clarity about disagreement. Everyone needs to understand why the 
engagement process is happening, how it fits in with decision-making processes, and what it 
will contribute to implementation of plans or policies.  

One project survey respondent made similar points: 

Be clear about what your objectives are for engaging the community—to 
what degree community input will be used to inform and make decisions 
should inform the [choice of] method of engagement.  

Make sure to be transparent about why you are engaging the community. 

If decisions need to be made based on factors other than community 
support, explain that. 

Spend time figuring out how to explain the key technical aspects of your 
project such that a general audience can grasp them. 

When a decision to engage communities is made, it is important to engage early; to recruit 
the right people involved from government, stakeholder and community groups; and to sort 
out how the engagement is to be managed—for example, will there be in-house staff involved 
or consultants; or will the organisation need to hire a consultant to train up staff in community 
engagement techniques? 

Maintaining engagement 

Once a process of community engagement and interaction is inaugurated, maintaining an 
ongoing feedback loop is important. Some projects produce regular short newsletters. 
Another tactic is having the community develop relevant activities and be involved in them, 
perhaps organised in conjunction with local government councils.  

Further tips for maintaining engagement include: 

Use a prize draw to convince people to leave their contact information, 
while always giving them the opportunity to remove themselves from your 
mailing list if they are no longer interested. 

To help get good participation always offer food at meetings and other 
events. – Survey respondent 

Engagement fatigue 

Some engagement and planning processes go on for a long time and ‘engagement fatigue’ 
can set in: engagement reaches saturation point, and maintaining momentum becomes a 
problem. Fragmentation can develop due to personnel changes within industry, government 
and community organisations. In the case of the Gnangara Sustainability Strategy, a plan 
developed through a long and seemingly successful process of community engagement, and 
a collaborative multi-department working group, was stymied when a new government was 
elected and virtually ignored the plan.  
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While the BCC workshop group had no solutions to these dynamics, one conclusion to be 
drawn is that engagement processes are likely to lapse and need restarting from time to time. 
This is not a tragedy, as it gives an opportunity for new voices and fresh faces to come 
forward and participate. But it does add to reasons for ‘writing up’ and not ‘writing out’ the 
contributions of engagement (or social research) to the development of water strategies, 
facilities design and siting, or shifts in policies and practices. There needs to be more 
attention to documenting engagement processes and their successes, building up dossiers of 
case studies, and circulating them to others. Aside from providing evidence to convince water 
authorities of the value of such processes, this documentation will allow newcomers to 
(restarted) engagement processes to gain a sense of their value and effectiveness.  

Resources for engagement 

Advocates of community engagement and participatory change tend to ‘practice what they 
preach’ and make resources readily available on the web. The workshop group felt there were 
some very good resources to support practitioners of community engagement and 
participatory and interactive approaches. Aside from those in the public health sector is IAP2 
(International Association for Public Participation), an organisation that supports community 
engagement, with research on participatory processes, web resources and regular events in 
Australia that are attended by water industry representatives. Links to a number of UK 
resources can be found at people and participation.net, while the collection by Richards and 
Aitken (2004) contains thoughtful articles and useful case studies by a number of leading 
Australian social researchers and engagement practitioners. 

The resilience of the ‘ABC’ (Attitudes–Behaviour–Choice) model (Shove 2010) and the over-
influence of social marketing expert Douglas McKenzie-Mohr on the Australian water industry 
have been noted (section 3.2), but the BCC workshop identified other promising approaches. 
The systems-oriented transition management approach established in the Netherlands 
(Loorbach 2007, van der Brugge and van Raak 2007, Shove and Walker 2007) is gaining 
more traction in Australia, along with the practice-centred theory elaborated by Strengers 
(2009, 2011) and in RMIT’s Beyond Behavioural Change workshops, a version of which she 
presented with Cecily Maller at the BCC workshop. In this latter approach, observable or 
reportedly intended human behaviour is just the tip of the iceberg of a practice—which also 
includes the material technologies and infrastructures that enable the practice; the rules and 
requirements about frequency, site and duration of the practice; and the common 
understandings about why the practice is, or should be, undertaken (Strengers 2011, 42; see 
also Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 2002). The usefulness of ambassadors, champions and 
community leaders of social change for sustainability was getting better understood (Taylor 
2009), while some of the more progressive water management organisations, as well as the 
NCCARF-sponsored Water Governance Research Initiative (Ison and Godden 2010; Ison et 
al. 2011) were promoting ideas of co-learning, adaptive learning and ‘social learning’—a 
deliberative approach to changing society, values and practices.  

Despite the accessibility of resources for community engagement practitioners, the BCC 
workshop participants felt this field did lack some resources, such as detailed case studies, 
that might help convince more water planners and managers to increase their commitment to 
engagement—a point taken up again in the following chapter on emerging research agendas. 
However, in response to this point, the Commission has suggested there are already several 
case studies of this type. One conclusion to be drawn from this disparity of views is that the 
relevant resources on community engagement in the water sector, including case studies, 
could be better known and circulated amongst both HASS researchers and water managers, 
as a further stimulus to engagement activities.  
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8. Emerging research agendas  
The interviews, surveys, consultations and especially the knowledge exchange workshops 
undertaken for Cross-connections proved a very rich source of information about problems 
and obstacles as well as opportunities and prospects facing those seeking to build stronger 
links between HASS researchers and the urban water sector.  

Participants in the Building Collaborative Capacity workshop spent the second morning in five 
pre-arranged breakout groups to identify research priorities and make recommendations in 
the following areas: 

• community engagement  

• enabling communities to adapt 

• everyday water cultures 

• learning from elsewhere 

• from research to policy and action. 

Ideas from these five groups about new research agendas are presented here under the 
above headings, with the addition of a theme on water values that emerged in discussions. 

8.1 Community engagement  
The National Water Commission’s 2011 Urban Water report advocates improvements in 
engagement, recommending that ‘the urban water sector gives a greater voice to customers’:  

Customers should be better informed and further engaged in planning 
and policy processes, and … about trade-offs between levels of service 
and other outcomes and the costs they entail. … Jurisdictions should 
fund urban water customer and community advisory bodies to enable 
increased customer engagement in policy, regulation and service 
delivery (National Water Commission 2011, 44). 

From the HASS point of view, the problem goes beyond consultation and has to do with 
matters of values and social justice: 

There is a paucity of effective integration of community values and best-
practice community engagement in water governance. … Community 
values, norms, expectations, knowledge, and understandings are 
dynamic. A better understanding is needed of the means to capture, 
unpack and comprehend these ever-changing dynamics [and apply 
them in policy and planning.] … How are water problems framed in 
relation to concepts of social justice? (Ison et al. 2011). 

BCC workshop group participants concurred that engagement processes could be improved 
and more undertaken, and observed that, despite access to a growing body of resources to 
help guide engagement processes and various approaches to participatory democracy (for 
example, through the International Association for Public Participation, IAP2), they were not 
being implemented. Why this was so was worth investigating.  

The group distinguished internal engagement (across and between different agencies and 
government departments) from community engagement, and noted that not all states were 
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equally effective in these forms of engagement. For example, there were links to be further 
developed between WSUD, the community and engagement—including the internal 
engagement needed to get a range of government agencies and their various departments to 
collaborate amongst themselves and with each other on implementing new urban 
infrastructures and facilities.  

One suggestion was that the lack of well-documented cases of successful community 
engagement processes was holding up their wider adoption. But feedback from the 
Commission suggests the story here is perhaps more complicated, and that the issue is more 
that existing case studies are not well circulated. 

Suggestions for research and action 
• Community case study—There is a need for an academic study of a case of community 

engagement that worked well, with a pragmatic interest (e.g. show how engagement can 
save money, get votes). This can support arguments for organisations to enter into 
community engagement processes.  

• Comparative case studies—There could be much value in a comparative interstate or 
intercity study of approaches to engagement, whether infra-governmental or inter-
governmental with the community. WSUD could provide a thematic focus for the study. 

• Institutional barriers—Research to understand the barriers to undertaking effective 
community engagement within governments, organisations and businesses. (Note that 
this report has identified some possible factors, such as: the overemphasis on individual 
customers, and under-recognition of cultures and communities; passive, rather than 
active, opportunities for participation; and fear of discovering further complexities). 

8.2 Enabling communities to adapt 
The question of adaptation is not just about adaptation to environmental change, but also 
processes of decision-making about change, and therefore linked to the topic of engagement. 
There is a need for communities to influence decision-making about adaptations and to have 
the capacity to effectively disagree with authorities about changes they are expected to make. 
HASS researchers in particular could be said to have particular responsibility for ensuring that 
human social and cultural values are not de-prioritised in STEM-driven strategies for 
adaptation based mainly on calculations of resource economics.  

In taking stock of existing knowledge in this area, the discussion group considered that 
barriers to change were understood along with the multiple factors contributing to attitude 
change. There have been studies of various industry sectors’ capacities to adapt, but few of 
community capacity to adapt, or of what communities want. What are indicators of adaptability 
and of different communities’ capacities to adapt? 

Suggestions for research and action 
• Investigate and help the water sector better understand the water values of communities. 

What are the values and benefits of water to communities? How can water (and water 
amenity) enable adaptation? 

• Document and produce case studies of successful adaptation strategies, including 
monitoring programs to understand their impacts.  

• Investigate differences in adaptive capacities amongst communities, which could be 
urban or a mix with rural and remote towns. 
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• Investigate the existence of any research or programs about children and their resilience 
and adaptive capacity.  

8.3 Everyday water cultures 
Cultural researchers are often especially interested in this topic, which considers the multi-
scalar cultural, technical, institutional and environmental issues of water from the central 
perspective of the everyday (household) water user. In contrast to an historical emphasis on 
norms, averages and expert knowledge, cultural approaches take local and popular 
knowledges seriously and emphasise diversity within and between everyday water users and 
communities. Rather than address people as ‘customers’, these approaches think of people 
as intelligent members of communities and networks, and they aim to acknowledge and build 
the capacity of water users to be effective water co-managers. In terms of Reid et al.’s (2009) 
typology of participation (Table 1), this perspective favours approaches that are functional, 
interactive or that can lead to self-mobilisation, such as modes of ‘action research’ that help 
participants (and researchers) facilitate change in the situation under study.  

Group discussion of this topic identified as a research priority the setting up larger scale and 
longitudinal studies of participatory or co-management models that considered both 
households and institutions.  

As these approaches are still not well established, and their practitioners often isolated from 
each other, there was a need for a researchers’ network to build cohesiveness and formalise 
research connectivity amongst those interested in this and allied fields. (Indeed, Kate 
Harriden of The Australian National University and Michelle Graymore of University of Ballarat 
have established an email list and website with resources—the Household Water 
Researchers Network). 

Suggestions for research and action 
• Water managers might develop a more diverse and creative approach to visual 

communications and media resources around water that ‘colonise the imagination’ by 
exploring a range of other possibilities, scenarios and case studies of positive water 
conservation stories. 

• Cultivate champions amongst researchers, governments and utilities for acknowledging 
and recognising the importance of everyday water cultures.  

• Develop, implement and evaluate bottom-up collaborative management frameworks for 
urban water sustainability based around everyday water users. 

• Undertake longitudinal studies at multiple sites representing diverse water cultures. 

• Research on different everyday water topics could take an action research approach that 
involves householders in the design of the research. 

• The group suggested that the Commission consider strengthening the field of social and 
cultural research on water by funding an ongoing research network. 

8.4 Learning from elsewhere 
The group interpreted ‘elsewhere’ as rural, remote, international or different disciplinary 
contexts. When looking at water in a broader context, issues of human rights and 
environmental justice are important and relate directly to administration and governance 
regimes. For example, in contrast to how many traditional owners might understand the 
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relationship of water and Country, the National Water Initiative alienates water rights from 
land ownership, and makes land and water separately tradable commodities. Some 
international alternatives exist (e.g. South Africa) based on notions of water as a ‘resource in 
common’ (Turton and Meissner 2002).  

This group’s explorations revolved around the question how water management might be 
customised to context. For example, rural and urban residents have different attachments to 
water cycles. City dwellers may assume that water falls primarily for humans, but in the rural 
context the needs of non-human users (plants, animals, environments, rivers) are better 
recognised and understood. Discussion particularly focused on issues around water quality, 
which could not be taken for granted in remote and rural areas. For example, national water 
quality standards may be impossible to attain in remote Indigenous communities, where 
adoption of locally agreed standards makes more sense. Tank water is considered non-
potable in an urban (or metropolitan) context, but not so in rural or remote areas.  

In an email responding to the notes on the workshop, the anthropologist Prof. Sandy 
Toussaint clarified some of the variables where differences in urban, rural and remote 
communities and cultures may have implications for regimes of water planning and 
governance:  

As some of us who have worked in both urban and remote (which needs 
to be distinguished from rural, as the two are quite different) settings tried 
to stress, while a number of parallels can be drawn (e.g. water quality) 
there [is] usually a complex of marked differences that define the two. It is 
vital to address these conceptual and contextual issues in planning. 
Differences to consider might include socio-cultural beliefs and practices, 
economic conditions, environmental issues (e.g. water volume, storage, 
capacity), infrastructure support, geographic and/or spatial determinants, 
population density, service delivery, governance and so on, each of 
which influence[s] how, when and by whom water issues and planning 
are contemplated, developed into policy, and then put into practice. 
[T]hese issues are most noticeable in … Western Australia …, 
Queensland and the Northern Territory. These large (and in the case of 
WA, extra large!) jurisdictions are likely to prompt different urban and 
remote issues than those across other Australian states and territories.– 
Toussaint, email 26 April 2011. 

The questions raised by this discussion group included philosophical questions about how to 
think about water as well as with water. 

Suggestions for research and action 
• Water quality standards—are they really universal or are they local? What different water 

taste preferences are there in different locales?  

• What is the cost of water ‘purity’? (e.g. water bottles, rainwater tanks, big infrastructure). 

• How can people exercise some local control, and have water management customised to 
the contextwithout the simplistic assumption that local control of water means that 
everyone wants more? 

• What can be learned from cultural studies and other cultures’ understandings of water? 
Can they help us think more holistically and resist the prevalent tendencies to 
reductionism, commodification and economic fundamentalism?  

• How can we extend our learning from new thinking in hydrology? What is unique about 
water, water thinking, thinking with water? What is transferable? 
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8.5 From research to policy and action 
Various information flows and blockages were identified by the group discussing this topic. 
There are different organisational cultures and attitudes around knowledge sharing, with 
some water utilities and government departments being more open than others, and neither 
governments nor industry being anywhere near as rigid as universities on ethics requirements 
for research involving humans (see section 6.5). 

For HASS researchers inter alia there was the problem of being unable to identify knowledge 
gaps without knowing what has been done in the first place, something that the lack of 
databases of social research and researchers in this area made more difficult. Contributing to 
that problem (and as discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to research for the directory) was the 
problem of reports in the ‘grey literature’, which the utilities (all monopoly suppliers) circulated 
amongst themselves but did not share with social and cultural researchers, nor with the public 
from whom the data had been extracted.  

This group also made the points that qualitative researchers need to be on board ‘from Day 1’ 
to ensure relevance, and that research problems had to be defined collaboratively, rather than 
assuming that problem is known in advance and simply needs to be answered by social 
researchers providing ‘data inputs’ for their paying clients. 

Suggestions for research and action 
• Develop a national coherent approach to sharing data and knowledge on the social and 

cultural dimensions of water—for example, as a database accessible through some 
national organisation, trust or commission.  

• Cultivate relationships and networks across sectors, such as by establishing and 
supporting specific partnership organisations on the model of Queensland’s Healthy 
Waterways partnership or the Swan River Trust. 

• Cultivate relationships and networks between people by forming a contact register or 
social networking platform, such as a LinkedIn group, for social and cultural researchers 
on water. 

• Undertake a case study of how the presence of a qualitative researcher has improved 
outcomes, and use this to help sell the merits of this approach to others in the water 
sector. 

• Examine how the findings of social research flow through different organisational layers of 
the water industry and government.7 

8.6 Values of water 
This was a theme that emerged across various group and plenary sessions, and that 
resonated throughout the research: water values, and the need for the water sector to better 
understand them.  

Illustrating the need for a better understanding of values is the water experts’ familiar lament 
that ordinary people ‘do not appreciate the value of water’, usually followed by a call for the 
emission of stronger ‘price signals’ as reminders of its value. This specious argument 
depends on equating price with value more generally. The starting point, often unstated, is the 
idea that water services have historically been underpriced by providers. The equation 
between price and value is used to leap over this fact to instead blame consumers for not 
                                                      
7 Thanks to reviewer Heather Chappells for this suggestion.  
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valuing water highly enough. The same equation is used to get from the general ‘value of 
water’ and back down to ‘price’, implying that the whole domain of cultural, social, spiritual, 
environmental and other values that people attach to water can be reduced to, and 
represented by, a monetary value.  

This ‘values/price’ argument has lost some credence since the millennium drought, when 
water authorities were surprised by the extent to which consumers complied with restrictions, 
cut back on mains water consumption, adopted economically irrational options (such as 
rainwater tanks), and creatively found ways to recycle water to keep cherished plants and 
gardens alive. These demonstrations of non-economic ways people value water highlighted 
the inadequacy of economics-derived models for understanding meanings, practices and 
values around water, or appreciating communities’ capacities to change.  

The point was made in the BCC workshop and by other contributors to this research that 
because the prevailing neo-liberal economic framework insists on translating environmental, 
social and intrinsic benefits and values into economic costs and benefits, there were serious 
problems getting other kinds of ‘values’ on the agenda. The strongly economic biases of the 
Productivity Commission’s views of water values—and the National Water Commission’s 
insistence that all urban residents, organisations and communities are ‘customers’ (discussed 
in Chapter 1)—offer HASS researchers little comfort that this predilection is shifting. 

Focused and sustained conversations about values and water could open up more space for 
HASS researchers and allies to get other kinds of values besides economic onto the agenda, 
and could improve the water sector’s confidence in dealing with HASS researchers, 
qualitative knowledge and diverse communities. Such conversations could enhance 
organisational capacities for change by giving water professionals more scope to articulate 
their values, including the life-affirming values they attach to water.  

One inspiration here is the case of Yarra Valley Water, which took an unusual approach to the 
initial rollout of its corporate sustainability program. As described in an interview by Francis 
Pamminger, it ‘bridged the head and the heart’ by complementing a paper written ‘in terms of 
the science and the logic’ with an ‘emotive, lovely piece of work that described the reason 
why we had to change’. As he explains: 

[Y]ou have to be doing something that everyone thinks makes sense, and 
it has a value base, and then it’s bottom up. … So everyone’s 
empowered because they know ‘why’ and they believe it and then when 
they see opportunities they’ll … see what they can do. 

In what may reflect difficulties in translating HASS research into usable knowledge—or 
perhaps just unfamiliarity with recent developments in HASS—existing research on values 
questions from areas such as human geography, tourism and recreation studies, 
anthropology, history, philosophy, and environmental studies does not seem to have been 
picked up widely by the water industry, or had much effect on it. There was scepticism 
expressed over whether findings of such studies would have any impact unless accompanied 
by scientific and technical data. 

Suggestions for research and action 
• It was important for collaborations in this field to gain clarity on what counts as ‘values’ for 

the different researchers, disciplinary groups and stakeholders involved in the project.  
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• Values of water were worth closer study through qualitative research to better understand 
diverse emotional and symbolic attachments to water, including religious, spiritual, 
traditional, purifying, aesthetic, utilitarian, etc. This knowledge could be useful for the 
water sector to grasp the cultural logics that underlay a diversity of individual ‘attitudes’; it 
may provide a better indicator of obstacles and resources for change in communities than 
more superficial surveys.  

• Studies of the different ways people in the water sector value water would be revealing. 
Some ventures in this direction were made in the Water managers’ views component of 
this project, which found some engineers willing to speak of the spiritual values of water, 
or like Ross Young, describe it as a ‘quintessential social … resource’.  

• The relations of values, water, place and well-being emerged as a concern for several 
workshop participants. Discussions revealed there were opportunities to conduct more 
social and interdisciplinary research on the value of waterways, including the amenity of 
water and its benefits in the landscape, enjoyment of life and open space, the connection 
between water and well-being, and how water could enhance well-being.  

8.7 Overall research priorities 
The workshop exercise did not ask the whole group to consolidate ideas from different areas 
or rank combined suggestions into priorities, but by way of concluding this chapter it is 
possible to identify some directions consistent with this project’s aims to enhance the flow of 
HASS knowledge and contributions to the water sector.  

The marginal status of HASS researchers in relation to the water industry, and the relative 
newness and smallness of the field of water research in the HASS sector, make it hard for 
HASS water researchers to come together as practitioners and share knowledge. If all the 
government and industry rhetoric about the importance of ‘social’ dimensions in water 
management is to go beyond lip service, actual dollars and effort need to be invested in the 
research infrastructures to support the development of professional expertise in social and 
cultural research on water, and to redress large disparities in research funding. Hence the first 
set of priorities concern social and cultural research infrastructures.  

Consistent with the workshop theme of Building Collaborative Capacity, several suggestions 
for projects were made that were not so much about forwarding frontiers of HASS research as 
about trying to create evidence to convince water managers of its benefits. These make up a 
second set of priorities.  

The research project ideas highlighted in the third set of priorities are those that could open 
up new grounds for cross-disciplinary dialogue and collaboration (points 7 and 8 below) or are 
oriented towards future socio-technical change (points 9 and 10). 

Creating research infrastructure 
1. Support development of the Tributaries directory into a public online editable database as 

a resource to support both water managers and HASS researchers in building 
collaborative capacity.  

2. Strengthen the field of social and cultural research on water by funding an ongoing 
research network, or a community of practitioners, perhaps through the National Water 
Commission. 
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3. Develop a national coherent approach to sharing data, knowledge and writing on the 
social and cultural dimensions of water—for example, as a database or repository of 
reports and publications accessible through some national organisation, trust or 
commission. (This could require prior review of ‘commercial in confidence’ restrictions, 
and study of current practices of circulation of social research.) 

4. Review grants for water research and other innovation areas to open up funding from the 
‘science base’ to the ‘research base’ so that HASS researchers might access them 
directly, rather than as subcontracted researchers or dependent partners in STEM 
projects. 

Building the evidence base 
5. Community engagement case studies—comparative interstate or intercity study of 

approaches to engagement, including both successful and unsuccessful cases. 

6. Qualitative research—case studies of how the presence of qualitative researchers 
improved outcomes of STEM-based water projects. (This would ideally need comparison 
with similar projects that did not include qualitative research.) 

Priority research topics 
7. Values of water—There is need for a large interdisciplinary project (or coordination of 

several sub-projects) that explored the concept of water values and examined in detail the 
current state of water values in households, different communities, governments and 
water professionals. A key objective would be to attempt to get other values, besides 
economic values, explicitly integrated into government policy and water industry 
discourses, and to be taken into account in considering the obstacles and resources for 
change in communities.  

8. Water, place and well-being—There are strong emerging needs for more social and 
interdisciplinary research, and for better sharing of existing research on the value of 
waterways, including the amenity of water and its benefits in the landscape, enjoyment of 
life and open space, the connection between water and well-being, and how water could 
enhance well-being.  

9. Urban co-management—Develop, implement and evaluate bottom-up collaborative 
management frameworks for urban water sustainability based around everyday water 
users. 

10. Community adaptive capacities—Overcome the emphasis on business adaptation and 
neglect of social dimensions by developing measures of community adpative capacities, 
and studying their differences amongst communities of different types and locations.  

These ideas, as well as other findings from the research, are drawn upon in the next chapter 
to suggest further strategies and initiatives for forging stronger links between the sectors and 
overcoming the barriers that, until now, have prevented Australia gaining the full benefit of 
HASS capacities to meaningfully contribute to national innovation, resource management and 
climate change agendas.  



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  71 

9. Social connections: symptoms, 
remedies  

The field of social and cultural research on water is a relatively small but growing one, with 
sufficient experienced practitioners to be able to identify some of the opportunities but also 
overcome some of the challenges and structural obstacles facing HASS research and its 
effective deployment within the urban water sector.  

The Cross-connections project has uncovered a wealth of wisdom and many productive 
critical diagnoses of problems that lead on to ideas for actions and strategies to improve the 
impact of HASS research in the urban water sector and other STEM-centred policy and 
operational arenas. Some of these would directly concern the Commission, but others relate 
to the operations of the university sector and a wide range of government departments, most 
especially the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. To conclude this 
report, some of these key problems are listed, along with proposed solutions or strategies to 
overcome them, and recapitulations of the rationales or findings that support them. The 
organising metaphor here is of a patient—the body of HASS research on urban water—who 
presents with various physical and mental symptoms and syndromes (problems preventing it 
from attaining full-bodied effectiveness) and is recommended various treatments and 
remedies.  

9.1 Comparative findings 
Many of the findings from this project about the difficulties and opportunities for improving the 
contributions of HASS to the water sector are not unique to this project, the water sector or 
even to Australia. For example, a 2008 London School of Economics Public Policy Group 
report found many of the same things as this project:  

• lack of institutional incentives or research metrics favourable to cross-disciplinary 
collaboration and the need for more specific promotion of HSS benefits 

• need for ‘Standards of professional communication of research to external audiences … 
to be radically improved across many HSS disciplines’ (LSE 2008, 11) 

• need for investment in ‘Public understanding of the social sciences’ to show the 
applicability of HSS knowledge and the usefulness of theories (11) 

• insufficient recognition of ‘the importance of civil society organizations, intermediary 
bodies and the media in improving social learning’ (13) 

• the possibility that ‘[m]ore joined-up work within HSS disciplines’ would be more engaging 
for STEM colleagues (13) 

• that ‘humanities and social sciences disciplines need to radically improve their own 
organization and communications, particularly for informing and lobbying government and 
policy-makers and communicating research findings’ (12). 

Several findings from the NCCARF Water Governance Research Initiative (Ison and Godden 
2010; Ison et al. 2011), which ran concurrently with this project and included a survey of water 
governance researchers, are also very similar to those of the LSE study and of this report. 
One workshop identified the following issues relevant to this report that were considered in 
need of more research and strategic attention (Ison et al. 2011): 

• integration of water’s multiple values into the water governance framework  
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• research on effective multi-level institutional governance; how to improve communication 
and coordination between agencies and stakeholders at different levels  

• address the communication deficit between the disciplines—and between scientific 
knowledge and policy development and implementation—that creates misunderstandings  

• ineffective integration of community values and best-practice community engagement in 
water governance  

• need for more interdisciplinary research of water in whole-of-system sustainability, 
including the biophysical landscape and socio-economic systems  

• methodologically, there is a call for more comparative and case-oriented water 
governance research.  

Symptom 1: Lacking in organisations 

There is a lack of adequate organisational structures for the mutual strengthening and 
promotion of HASS contributions to national agendas for innovation, adaptation, natural 
resources management and especially the urban water sector. 

Background 

The water profession co-evolved with the technologies and infrastructures it designed, built, 
managed and regulated. It has ended up with very well-developed professional, academic 
and industry networks, organisations and communications platforms (journals, conferences, 
websites, funded networks, etc.). By contrast with the well-articulated body of water 
professionals—with heads and arms and speaking parts—the body of HASS water 
researchers is more like a dispersed colony of microorganisms, or a tissue culture experiment 
gone awry, with cells and some isolated organs but no coherent structure.  

HASS researchers are only recently converging on this field from across the full range of their 
disciplines, sub-disciplines and inter-disciplines. HASS researchers—not being employed in 
significant numbers within the water sector, enjoying only intermittent relations with 
government and industry through ‘on-again, off-again’ contract and partnership research in 
competition with each other, and comprising a small minority within their own disciplinary 
fields—have had little support or opportunity to get together with each other to instantiate 
themselves as a community of practitioners of social and cultural research on water. 

Some indicators of the timeliness and need to bring HASS researchers together into a more 
visible and accessible bloc include: 

• reiterated calls for better integration of HASS knowledge into policy and planning for 
water sustainability 

• complaints from urban water managers about not knowing where to find out who does 
what and where in social research on water  

• keenness of researchers to have a directory of their fellow researchers 

• recent formation of networks (e.g. Household Water Researchers, Water Governance 
Research Initiative) to put researchers in contact with each other. 

The research has confirmed the project’s starting point: that it is worthwhile and timely to 
make efforts to document, organise and promote qualitative social and cultural research on 
water as a multidisciplinary array of practices, and to facilitate efforts by its practitioners to 
form social and informational organisations that would strengthen the links between them and 
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make themselves more visible and accessible to each other, and to water managers and 
policymakers. 

Remedies 1: Growing networks and organisations 
• Publicly accessible database of researchers—The work for the Tributaries directory has 

produced a dataset that could be the core of an online editable database of social and 
cultural researchers and projects in Australia.8 Developing such a database was outside 
the scope of this project, but the researchers (Sofoulis and Humphry) are keen to see it 
through to this next stage before the information becomes too out of date, if further 
funding were available.  

• Funded network(s) of researchers—Most HASS researchers at workshops convened or 
attended during this project favoured face-to-face networking, workshops and 
conferencing over virtual networks, but their marginal positions vis a vis both industry and 
‘home’ disciplines mean they need some support to get started as an identifiable group. 
The former research networks program of the Australian Research Council would have 
been an excellent template; another model would be along the lines of support by the 
National Water Commission to facilitate a Community of Practice for Environmental Water 
Managers, now becoming a specialist professional network within the Australian Water 
Association (AWA). 

• Professional association—Although there are strategic reasons why it might work for 
social and cultural water researchers to form a professional network within an existing 
water organisation like the AWA, there are those who argue against forming initially with 
such a technical- and industry-dominated context in which quantitative social scientists 
are already well established. There is a case to be made for creating an independent 
professional association. 

A professional association, if properly resourced—and exactly how is an unexplored 
question here—could help coordinate activities such as: responses to parliamentary 
inquiries and reports; liaison with water industry bodies; helping direct media enquiries to 
appropriate spokespeople; holding regular conferences, or convening thematic streams or 
panels of social and cultural researchers for industry conferences; sending newsletters 
about events and new research papers and reports, etc. 

• Lobby group—Perhaps social and cultural researchers need their equivalent of the 
Wentworth Group of scientists to provide high-level contributions to policy and public 
debate from senior and respected experts in the field. 

Symptom 2: Poor circulation 

There are significant issues around flows, stasis and blockages in sharing and disseminating 
knowledge arising from social and cultural research on water. 

Background 

The lack of specialist centres, organisations, databases or research repositories in the field, 
and the secretive attitude to social research and data taken by some companies and 
government agencies, means that neither gaps nor oversupplies in research knowledge can 
be easily discerned. Unfamiliarity and lack of understanding by government and industry of 
university ethics requirements, and failures to acknowledge ethics approval as a project 
milestone, add to the researchers’ frustration of meeting arduous ethics requirements.  

                                                      
8 The researchers (Sofoulis and Humphry) have already met with a postgraduate in the field (Michael Valli) to explore 
possibilities of expanding this using data-skimming software and visualisation programs that would show links 
between researchers.  
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Aside from the ethics application and approval process itself, ethical issues were raised 
around outsourcing and the consignment of social research to ‘grey literature’, especially 
concerning turning knowledge provided as a ‘gift’ from the public into a ‘commercial in 
confidence’ resource, while routinely depriving social and cultural researchers of control over 
their intellectual property. Conversations about ethical dimensions of social research within 
the industry might allow organisations with a protective attitude to data pick up a more 
generous attitude from colleagues who have benefited from a more open approach to sharing 
their research products. They could also complement conversations on values, as suggested 
in section 8.6. 

Discussions and reflections about ethics and values within the water sector, whether 
corporate or governmental, could also be a way to rethink the ‘science as master discourse’ 
assumptions that result in such perverse outcomes as an Indigenous oral history in which, 
contrary to disciplinary best practice, the inter-subjective foundation of the research method is 
denied and a quasi-objectivity is manufactured by expunging all traces of the researcher.   

Remedies 2: Research repository, ethics clarification 
• National data sharing—Develop a national coherent approach to sharing data and 

knowledge on the social and cultural dimensions of water—for example, as a database or 
repository of research reports and articles accessible through some national organisation, 
trust or commission respected by the water industry or established for that purpose. 
Models here include the REEF and TRaCK databases. 

• National water industry research body—Perhaps because Australia is already well 
supplied with Cooperative Research Centres; Centres of Excellence; and other centres, 
institutes, partnerships and consortia for STEM-based water research, there was cool 
reception at an Ozwater ’11 session to the author’s proposal that something be 
established along the lines of UKWIR, the UK’s Water Industry Research body. All utilities 
contribute funds (in proportion with their size), which are then disbursed to proposed or 
commissioned projects considered of national benefit—including social research projects 
(e.g. Shove and Medd 2007). Perhaps such a body here could focus primarily on social 
and cultural research. Melbourne’s Clearwater initiative for water utilities to coordinate 
projects with social and market research providers is a significant step in such a direction.  

• Ethics clarification exercise—Some education package or resource is needed to simply 
explain human ethics requirements to government and industry partners, and provoke 
discussion. Incomprehension and frustration with the requirements could be more 
productively turned into an occasion for exploring assumptions about humans (e.g. 
different ‘user models’) and the ethical obligations arising from intersubjective exchanges 
with participants in research or engagement exercises that help generate social research 
knowledge.  WSAA or the National Water Commission could be an appropriate body to 
auspice such conversations, perhaps in partnership with the Australian Council of 
Learned Academies or one of its constituent academies.  

• Government styles review—If a broader spectrum of HASS knowledge contributions are 
to be taken seriously within natural resource management and climate change adaptation 
contexts, government and departmental writing style guidelines will need revising to 
accommodate different disciplinary knowledge conventions, as well as multidisciplinary 
work—especially where intersubjective, interactive and participatory methods are 
involved. 

Symptom 3: Conflicted motivations 

Institutional disincentives are working against collaborations, cross-sectoral partnerships and 
committed engagements, and are undermining effective policy impacts for many researchers.  
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Background  

This problem is closely linked to problems of knowledge translation. Although all universities 
espouse engagement with communities and with external industry and government partners, 
workload allocations and research metrics do not necessarily align with those activities, or 
leave much time available for doing the work of knowledge transfer and translation. Senior 
research managers in some universities may be more concerned with their institution’s 
position in international rankings that mean little to most academics, and even less to industry 
partners. Many university-based participants in this project were dismayed by the recent 
exercise by Excellence in Research for Australia that reaffirmed disciplinary silos by giving 
highest ranking to the most conventional disciplinary journals, and low or no ranking to key 
journals that published interdisciplinary work, including on water and on public policy. No 
doubt they cheered when the rankings were scrapped in late May 2011 in response to 
massive negative feedback from the higher education sector and perverse effects on internal 
university research policies (Carr 2011). Hope is offered by the Australian Research Council’s 
assurance that the next iteration will be ‘much more adept at recognising and measuring 
multidisciplinary research’ (Hare 2011), which would create a climate more favourable to 
HASS–STEM collaborations in water research. 

The hugely disparate funding levels for STEM compared to HASS research means few social 
and cultural researchers have the luxury of research-only positions or manageable 
undergraduate teaching loads, thereby making engagement activities even harder to sustain.  

Remedies 3: Realign rewards 
• Review research outcomes measures—The Australian Research Council (ARC), in 

consultation with the Learned Academies and other relevant government bodies, needs to 
define new measures for the outcomes of collaborative, cross-sectoral and 
interdisciplinary partnerships, so that the time and effort of writing reports for external 
partners is recognised, there are incentives to produce outcomes that effectively 
communicate the research findings to the partners and diverse other stakeholders, and 
that appropriate measures of the impact of such work are developed and used in 
measures of research productivity.  

Revise ARC Linkage applications—One obvious place to trial achieving a closer 
alignment between the rewards for researchers and the interests of industry partners, 
while enhancing the prestige of cross-sectoral work, would be to revise the application 
forms, budget categories and outcome measures for ARC Linkage grants9 and other 
programs modelled on them, including internal university grant schemes. Some 
possibilities include: 

– allowing, rather than explicitly excluding, some ‘training’ or professional development 
components delivered to, or for, industry partners by the academic researchers (or 
vice versa)  

– making it a condition of grant acquittal to submit project reports and other non-
scholarly disseminations to an accessible national repository 

– engouraging or funding certain categories of projects to conduct an independent 
project evaluation that could include review (by both peers and research users) of 
project reports and other non-academic disseminations 

                                                      
9 The Australian Research Council Linkage Grants Program funds research undertaken in partnerships between 
university researchers and external bodies (such as water utilities) who contribute cash and in-kind support, and 
receive further funding through the grant.  
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– engouraging or funding projects to support activities of knowledge translation and 
adoption—to buy time for university researchers, research users and, where 
appropriate, research participants, to produce these non-scholarly outcomes.  

Symptom 4: Magical thinking  

There is wide agreement that HASS inputs are needed into water management and should be 
integrated into STEM knowledge—but in the absence of investment in the labour, time, 
patience, co-learning and cooperation needed to achieve this integration, magical means will 
be required to effect it. 

Background  

Magical beliefs about how knowledge integration happen are not confined to the water 
industry. For example, sections of the recent discussion paper on the Strategic Roadmap for 
Australian Research Infrastructure (DIISR 2011) most relevant to this report were riddled by 
the magical belief that simply by existing, massive computing capability and mega-databases 
will of themselves permit knowledges from different sources to be integrated. The 
Environmental Sustainability group’s report emphasised high-level infrastructure for 
integrating masses of data but completely overlooked the human resources needed to 
integrate knowledge, wisdom or insight across groups of people who do not necessarily 
speak the same languages or share the same frameworks (Sofoulis 2011).  

If the ‘integration’ of HASS knowledge and expertise is to mean anything more than getting 
quantitative social researchers to crunch out socio-economic and psycho-demographic data 
and statistics for STEM researchers to input into what they hope will be predictive models, 
then real people with real jobs in real time are needed to do the actual work of bringing 
researchers (or research findings) from different disciplines or sectors together, and to help 
integrate that knowledge, and translate ideas and knowledge from one domain to another.  

The example of ‘writing down’ extensive community engagement processes in the ‘writing up’ 
of the Gnangara Sustainability Strategy summary as an ‘objective’ technical document 
(section 5.2) is a lesson that another level of integration is needed for projects with an 
engagement component. Ways must to be found for the ‘master discourse’ of scientific 
rationality to yield space in such reports to ensure that the outcomes of all the communicative 
adeptness, emotional intelligence, political savvy and empathy that facilitators (many of them 
women) put into community engagement exercises are recorded and acknowledged. Likewise 
the time, altruism and inconvenience for members of the public who participate in these 
initiatives ought be honoured by making the effects of their contributions traceable. Without 
such records, a report might look objective and technical, but be an untrue and discursively 
unjust document that reinforces magical thinking by allowing the effects of community 
engagement processes to influence the experts’ decisions without revealing the causes of 
those effects.  

The Cross-connections research has found that the work of integrating and translating may 
be done by specialist individuals with particular combinations of cross-disciplinary knowledge 
and/or knowledge brokering skills. Some interviewees defined their role as translators 
between scientific and technical worlds, communities and policymakers; others referred to 
particular skilled consultants who had helped their organisations learn new ways of thinking 
about themselves and their mission. Some HASS researchers also considered themselves as 
translators between different sets of knowledge, values and meanings, and/or between 
different groups of people with different interests.  
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The Building Enduring Links workshop generated several suggestions on how to overcome 
the issues of translation and integration of knowledge, which are incorporated below.  

Remedies 4: Translating and bridging 
• Translating and bridging (people)—To enhance innovation, adaptation and adoption of 

holistic knowledges in areas that have traditionally been STEM-dominated, specific 
funding needs to be allocated across all sectors to create or support jobs for researchers 
doing knowledge translation, research brokering and bridge-building between different 
departments, disciplines or sectors. A very few universities (such as the University of 
Queensland) do recognise and reward people with such skills, which are not necessarily 
always compatible with the traditional measures of scholarly output.  

• Translating and bridging (organisations)—The workshop pointed to the potential for 
integration achievable through organisations set up to be bridges between different 
sectors, which may include different levels of government and community organisations 
as well as researchers—for example, Queensland’s Healthy Waterways partnership, 
which especially links science and policy; or Melbourne’s Clearwater program, which aims 
to link science, social research and policy with practice.  

• Embedding and exchanging—see Remedies for Symptom 5. 

Symptom 5: Communication problems 

Those who commission the social research often ask unenlightening questions, while those 
who conduct it often write unreadable reports.  

Background  

This problem is really two separate problems, each with its own history. On the industry side 
is the historical decision that the extraction of resources for human uses was to be managed 
solely by experts in non-humans, leaving technocracies like water utilities deprived of 
expertise in the humanities and social sciences. On the HASS side is a tendency to academic 
elitism, inexperience with STEM-based industry norms of communication, and lack of 
institutional rewards for non-scholarly writing.  

One hinge between these two problems is outsourcing of social research under the 
payer/provider model. This has allowed water management organisations lacking in-house 
expertise in current HASS knowledge to pose social research questions without discussion 
with experts in social and cultural research. This gives rise to complaints from HASS 
researchers about the poor quality of the research questions and being brought in too late. 
But as contracted providers, social and cultural researchers are relatively powerless to query 
the questions their temporary employers want answered and, as outsiders, they are not 
privileged to the political and organisational subtext of the questions. Nonetheless, water 
managers often expected external agencies to generate ‘in-house’ quality knowledge, ideally 
with procedural instructions on how their organisation can apply it. 

The two problems converge here because much the same solutions apply to both: taking 
practical steps to bridge the HASS and urban water sectors by literally putting people together 
to exchange knowledge, learn each other’s languages, and become better aligned as 
collaborative partners. 

As emphasised in Chapter 6, the optimum strategy for arriving at good research questions for 
an interdisciplinary or cross-sectoral team is to include qualitative researchers ‘from Day 1’ as 
partners in a collaborative, adaptive, knowledge-creating alliance. Strategies for increasing 
proximity will build mutual familiarity, allow knowledge exchange to occur, and lead to 



 

NATIONAL WATER COMMISSION — WATERLINES  78 

questions formulated in interactions between researchers and industry or government 
partners. 

Remedies 5: Embedding, exchanging, employing 
• Embedding—University programs in the sector could develop more industry/ government 

placements for their graduates, including those in HASS areas. There is a case for 
national funding for ‘Social Researchers in Residence’—a mini version of South 
Australia’s ‘Thinker in Residence’ scheme10—to allow HASS researchers from a range of 
disciplines and all career levels to have terms of residence within water organisations 
(government and industry) and to help formulate research problems, translate knowledge, 
etc. Ideally this might lead to hiring more social and cultural researchers. (Note those who 
have experienced being the sole ‘social scientist’ in a STEM-dominated context warn 
against it; ideally it is best to have more than one, or to at least ensure good networks 
between researchers in residence at different organisations.) 

• Exchanging—The ARC scheme for exchanges/residencies of researchers within industry 
and industry people within universities could be tried, perhaps via a large ARC grant that 
would provide for several HASS fellowships or exchanges with the water sector (full-time 
or part-time). This would involve industry partners who would contribute some portion of 
the salary of a Fellow or ‘Researcher in Residence’ to work within the partner 
organisation. In return, industry professionals might spend time at university on research, 
and perhaps be supported to take units or courses in subjects relevant to their 
professional development. 

• Employing—As one water manager and educator put it, water organisations were 
inevitably going to be engaged with communities so ‘need to be well-populated with 
political scientists and social scientists and whatever else to reflect better their customer 
base’. Although there are good reasons for water utilities and government departments to 
outsource some of their social research needs, there are also arguments for restoring 
more research capacity to government departments and for water managers who profess 
commitment to integration of social research and conducting community engagement to 
put some dollars behind the rhetoric of integration and hire more people with HASS 
expertise.  

• Training of HASS researchers in report writing—HASS researchers entering cross-sector 
partnerships are advised to seek out mentorship or training in writing reports, and in 
finding plain-language ways to express HASS concepts without compromising research 
integrity or disciplinary (or inter-, trans- or cross-disciplinary) interests. Alternatively, 
consideration could be given to costing projects to include funds or in-kind support for 
editing and rewriting of academics’ reports by skilled sub-editors and communications 
specialists, perhaps from the university’s or the partner organisation’s media unit.  

• Training of water managers, planners, and policymakers in question-asking—
Interdisciplinary and HASS researchers experienced in collaborations and research 
management, perhaps along with water sector partners, could be funded to develop and 
deliver workshops for government and industry aimed at identifying and developing better 
research questions in key areas (e.g. governance, household consumption, community 
engagement). Such workshops could address the problem of confusion of individualist, 
behavioural and customer-centred approaches with more community-oriented, interactive 
and co-management approaches, and familarise the water sector with alternatives to 
marketing paradigms. 

                                                      
10 This South Australian Government scheme allows various industry, government or community sector stakeholders 
to nominate prominent experts in fields relevant to current policy, planning and practical challenges. Thinkers are 
funded to live and work in the state for about three months and consult widely with government, stakeholder and 
community groups on the issue and report their findings and recommendations.  
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Symptom 6: Blind to elephants  

The general devaluing of humanities and social science knowledges that goes with the 
assumption of science as the master discourse, along with the huge disparities in project 
funding and access to research infrastructures between the physical sciences and their ‘poor 
relations’ in the humanities and social sciences (Macintyre 2010), are ‘elephants in the room’ 
(after Spoehr et al. 2010) that are politely avoided as topics of discussion by most people in 
the field.  

Background  

This report has presented numerous instances of the devaluation of HASS knowledge 
(especially from the humanities) and of the distortion of HASS and interdisciplinary research 
by the insistence on fitting it into ‘science’ frameworks. That usually means science 
understood in 19th and 20th century frameworks rather than the complexity models of the 
21st century, with which some HASS approaches are quite compatible. There are 
philosophical questions about forms of knowledge raised that could be explored in other 
contexts, and there are brutal economic questions, such as the difficulty HASS researchers 
might have in raising funds to attend peak water industry conferences, let alone accessing 
grants for water projects. 

Many 21st century water managers acknowledge the necessity of social research and 
engagement to better understand consumers and communities, and as part of a sustainability 
agenda. Yet the vast majority of water research funding appears to be allocated on the basis 
of 20th century assumptions that only those in the STEM sector were entitled to it11—though 
social scientists frequently access support through a STEM project that includes a social 
sciences component. Given the 95%:5% split between research funds for the STEM and 
HASS sectors, it is unrealistic to expect the water sector’s needs for social research could be 
met through HASS sector funding.  

A simple way to reduce the size of the elephant in the room is to redress the unmentionable 
imbalance in resourcing by revising funding guidelines to make social research projects 
directly eligible under programs for what have, until now, been limited to scientific and 
technical proposals. One pathway to this is to take up the British Academy’s suggestion and 
revise the HASS-excluding notion of a ‘science base’ for knowledge and innovation to the 
more inclusive notion of a ‘research base’ (British Academy 2004, 3, 72). 

Remedies 6: Respect, evidence, redistribution 
• Avoid being arrogant—about one’s own knowledge or dismissive of others’ knowledge. 

Do not assume all kinds of knowledge can be ‘integrated’ or assimilated into one’s own 
framework: some knowledges are untranslatable and some concepts are 
incommensurable. 

• Get across the relevant science—Even if their STEM collaborators may be impatient with 
anything other than everyday language (and sometimes social statistics or the language 
of the ABC), HASS researchers cannot afford the same attitude and need to make efforts 
to understand the key scientific understandings and technical features salient to the 
particular project, through reading and talking to experts. Fortunately, the systematic 
approach to knowledge emphasised in the STEM sector means many STEM people are 
excellent explainers.  

                                                      
11 Note that this statement is based on conjecture by the author: eligibility and funding guidelines for a range of water 
or water-related project grants were not specifically investigated for this research.  
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• Overcome shyness—HASS researchers need to get better at promoting and explaining 
the benefits of their contributions, including economic benefits. 

• Provide case studies—HASS researchers need to undertake and circulate well-
documented case studies of effective approaches to community engagement, and 
successful HASS research in the water sector, including an example of how bringing in 
qualitative researchers at inception and scoping stages of projects improves questions 
and outcomes. These ‘meta-studies’ could be shared and used to more confidently argue 
the case for these approaches and a change from the payer/provider project 
management approach to a genuine partnership model for undertaking HASS research.  

• Review water research funding eligibility guidelines—It would be a worthwhile project to 
review grant eligibility guidelines and the disciplinary composition of successful (and 
unsuccessful) research teams in major water research and project funding programs, 
including water-related projects funded through national competitive grant programs (such 
as the ARC), as well as more specialised Australian and state government department 
grant schemes, with a view to suggesting amendments to guidelines to include HASS 
projects and applicants.  

9.2 Prognosis 
Although the ‘body’ of cross-sectoral research on water considered here presents with a 
number of symptoms, most of them (except HASS) are remediable or at least amenable to 
treatment. The elephant might become visible but the disparity of resources and funding 
between STEM and HASS sectors will not go away: the equipment-dependent and capital 
intensive character of much science and technology research ensures its persistence.  

The last subsection of this chapter has raised the question of whether—as the importance of 
social and cultural dimensions of sustainable resource management and climate change 
adaptation become increasingly recognised—formerly STEM-exclusive funding could be 
opened up more generously to those researchers from the HASS sector with expertise to 
bring in their own right, not merely as subcontracted social data providers. But the very 
existence of this report provides an affirmative answer to this question, as it would not have 
been produced without the Commission taking the somewhat risky (and gratefully welcomed) 
step of supporting a humanities researcher under a program normally reserved for more 
scientific, technical and practical projects.  

The numerous contributors in this project have provided many wise and helpful tips for 
managing some of these cross-sectoral and cross-disciplinary differences in collaborative 
projects. These contributors have identified, and helped the author identify, a variety of 
practical research activities that could help build the confidence of HASS researchers in 
promoting their past and prospective contributions to water management, and could give 
water managers more confidence with qualitative knowledge frameworks (see Chapters 6, 7 
and especially 8). This report as a whole, and especially when supplemented by the 
Tributaries research directory, is intended to work as a bridge-building project, to discover and 
make connections across sectoral and disciplinary divides, and to better understand their 
current relationships, challenges and prospects. 

In conclusion, despite being comparatively small and far from ‘perfectly formed’ or well 
presented, the body of HASS researchers on urban water nevertheless has an adaptive 
resilience and robust will to continue to contribute its considerable skills and diverse 
knowledges to national agendas and local efforts for innovation, sustainability and climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. It is hoped that the analyses, ideas and provocations 
contained in the foregoing pages will contribute positively to this momentum so that the 
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contributions of the humanities and social science to urban water management may be 
broadened and deepened. 
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Appendix B—Research funding by 
FOR 
Source: Research and Experimental Government and Private Non-Profit 
Organisations, 8109.0 – 2008–09, Australian Bureau of Statistics, July 2010, 12–13 

Table 2 Government expenditure on R&D, by field of research (a): 2008-09 
 Commonwealth 

2008-09 $’000 
State/ Territory 
2008-09 $’000 

Total 2008-
09 $’000 

Mathematical sciences 54749 1068 55817 
Physical sciences 211087 129 211215 
Chemical sciences 129067 2959 132025 
Earth sciences 193650 45772 239422 
Environmental sciences 138253 139453 277706 
Biological sciences 210299 100837 311136 
Agricultural & veterinary sciences 131095 413896 544992 
Information & computing sciences 260948 29570 290518 
Engineering 597031 13731 610762 
Technology 112979 14128 127107 
Medical & health sciences 82818 368731 451549 
Built environment & design 13864 1575 15439 
Education 3373 10563 13935 
Economics 36076 2506 38582 
Commerce, management, tourism & services 1958 3143 5101 
Studies in human society 38905 10812 49716 
Psychology & cognitive sciences 19035 3389 22424 
Law & legal studies 12474 9 12483 
Studies in creative arts & writing 124 1558 1682 
Language, communication & culture 32 2263 2295 
History & archaeology 4124 2240 6364 
Philosophy & religious studies - 196 196 
Total 2251941 1168527 3420468 

--    Nil or rounded to zero (including null cells) 

(a)  Based on the 2008 edition of the ANZSRC. Previous cycle estimates are available on an ASRC basis only. See 
Explanatory Notes 24 to 26 for details. 
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Table 3 Government expenditure on R&D, by field of research (a): proportions - 2008-09 
 Commonwealth 

2008-09 % 
State/ Territory 
2008-09 % 

Total 2008-
09 % 

Mathematical sciences 2.4 0.1 1.6 
Physical sciences 9.4 - 6.2 
Chemical sciences 5.7 0.3 3.9 
Earth sciences 8.6 3.9 7.0 
Environmental sciences 6.1 11.9 8.1 
Biological sciences 9.3 8.6 9.1 
Agricultural & veterinary sciences 5.8 35.4 15.9 
Information & computing sciences 11.6 2.5 8.5 
Engineering 26.5 1.2 17.9 
Technology 5.0 1.2 3.7 
Medical & health sciences 3.7 31.6 13.2 
Built environment & design 0.6 0.1 0.5 
Education 0.1 0.9 0.4 
Economics 1.6 0.2 1.1 
Commerce, management, tourism & services 0.1 0.3 0.1 
Studies in human society 1.7 0.9 1.5 
Psychology & cognitive sciences 0.8 0.3 0.7 
Law & legal studies 0.6 - 0.4 
Studies in creative arts & writing - 0.1 - 
Language, communication & culture - 0.2 0.1 
History & archaeology 0.2 0.2 0.2 
Philosophy & religious studies - - - 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

--    Nil or rounded to zero (including null cells) 

(a)  Based on the 2008 edition of the ANZSRC. Previous cycle estimates are available on an ASRC basis only. See 
Explanatory Notes 24 to 26 for details. 
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Appendix C—User-provider models 
Model Role of the user Role of the 

provider 
Relationship with 
water utility 

Type of 
engagement 

Historical models  
Citizen-
consumers 

Beneficiaries of 
state services; 
‘average users’, 
electors, tax 
payers, rate 
payers 

Provider of large 
infrastructures. 
Authority on 
water. 
Predict and 
provide for 
growing demand. 

Citizen beneficiary 
and state 
benefactor 

Users engaged 
through appeals 
to the ‘common 
good’ from the 
state. Users 
may be 
consulted in 
planning. 

Customer Customers in the 
water market, 
which shapes 
demand. Users 
feel relatively 
powerless. 

Match supply and 
demand. 
Company may 
compete for 
customers. 

Corporation 
provides, customer 
buys. 

Users engaged 
through the 
market. 

Rationalist models 
Rational 
consumer 

Lacks 
information to 
make efficient 
and cost-
effective 
decisions. 
Expected to 
become rational 
micro-resource 
managers. 

Provide users 
with resource 
management 
consumption 
data. Supervisor 
and advocate of 
small changes in 
usage patterns. 

Micro manager 
and macro 
manager. 

Users engaged 
through 
consumption 
data. 

Responsible 
consumer 

Moral and 
responsible 
citizens who will 
make the 
environment 
their preferred 
‘brand’. 

Provide environ-
mental products, 
services, devices. 
Agent, advocate 
of efficiency. 

Environmentally 
responsible 
managers and 
consumers. 

Users engaged 
through moral 
messages and 
efficient 
products. 

Integrated models 
Cultural 
communities 
and networks 

Members of 
diverse cultural 
communities and 
networks of 
water-conserving 
practices.  

Build household 
responsibility 
through local and 
social groups. 
Background 
support to 
change practices. 

Communities and 
households can 
align with 
sustainability 
objectives without 
direct engagement 
with providers.  

Users engaged 
through their 
community and 
network.  

Co-
evolutionary 
agents 

Elements in a 
socio-technical 
system of 
infrastructures 
and institutions.  

Water planning 
integrated with 
urban water, 
energy and 
transport 
planning. 

Users and utilities 
are part of socio-
technical system. 

Users engaged 
through the 
socio-technical 
landscape (e.g. 
waterways, 
infrastructure). 

Co-providers 
and co-
managers 

Users are co-
providers of their 
water systems 
and co-
managers of 
their demand. 

Water users and 
the water industry 
both providers, 
meeting and 
managing 
demand. 

Users and utilities 
are co-providers 
and co-managers 
of the water 
system. 

Users 
supported as 
partners in co-
provision and 
co-
management of 
demand. 

Source: Sofoulis and Strengers (2011) 
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