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Executive Summary 

 Transition is a constant and often unavoidable part of life. Transitions can impose an array of costs on those 

who are affected, including adaptation and transition costs, as well as produce losses in welfare. However, 

transitions also produce new opportunities, gains in welfare and help drive innovation. The regional 

development policy task is to minimise costs, maximise gains and provide those adversely affected by change 

with the tools and ability to adapt. Many costs of transition are non-economic – such as environmental and 

social costs, and thus can be harder to measure. Evidence suggests readiness to cope with inevitable transition 

is the most effective response. 

 We estimate 60 per cent of RAISED content relates to Theme 3, making it the equal most represented in 

RAISED., along with Theme 4 – Better Services and Engagement. 

 Conversely, based on the stakeholder consultations, we assess that Theme 3 is of least interest to policy 

makers relative to the other three themes. 

 The content of Theme 3 material in RAISED responds to Theme 3 research questions in a mixed fashion. As was 

the case with Theme 1, we found little evidence that international experience, in this case of managing 

change, had been considered in the Australian context. 

 There was a reasonable amount of research which related to the government’s role in assisting with successful 

transition, but relatively little on the topic of community leadership, which was frequently cited by policy 

makers as an area of keen interest in relation to this theme. 

 Policy makers are interested in very practical elements of transition management: how to package a structural 

adjustment program in a time of rapid change; how to sensitise planning requirements to cater for a massive 

ramp up in housing in rural areas; how to avoid a lag in investment in supporting public infrastructure in an 

area adversely affected by rapid and large-scale private investment. Research work should help respond to 

this. 

 Other future RAI work against this theme should include a focus on the importance and functioning of local 

leadership, ways to preserve localised social capital, and successful approaches to local economic 

diversification. 
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1. Introduction 

The Regional Australia Institute (RAI) has undertaken a Stocktake of Regional Research project. One component of 

the project requires a literature review to be prepared for each of RAI’s four themes, namely:  

 Theme 1 – Position and Potential: potential for new growth and prosperity in each region; 

 Theme 2 – Realising Opportunities: understand how opportunities for growth and development can translate 

into tangible benefits for regions; 

 Theme 3 – Successful Transitions: develop better strategies for communities in transition to enable them 

to cope with change; and 

 Theme 4 – Better Services and Engagement: better ways of engaging regional communities and delivering 

services. 

 

This literature review addresses Theme 3 – Successful Transitions.  
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2. Appreciation of Theme 3 

Transition is a constant and often unavoidable part of life. Transitions can impose an array of costs on those who 

are affected, including adaptation and transition costs, as well as produce losses in welfare. However, transitions 

also produce new opportunities, gains in welfare and help drive innovation. The regional development policy task 

is to minimise costs, maximise gains and provide those adversely affected by change with the tools and ability to 

adapt. Many costs of transition are non-economic – such as environmental and social costs, and thus can be harder 

to measure. Evidence suggests readiness to cope with inevitable transition is the most effective response. 

Transition can be more difficult for those who live in Australia’s regional areas. Regional communities tend to have 

less diversified economies and can be disproportionately affected by exogenous factors such as drought, 

pestilence or changes in policy, for example the ban on live cattle exports to Indonesia in 2011 or water buy-

backs in the Murray-Darling Basin. Theme 3 focuses on enhancing the capacity of regions to transition successfully. 

Also, sometimes the size and spread of communities needs to change in order to respond to changed circumstances. 

This theme intends to identify what factors best allow successful transitions to occur with the lowest possible 

transition costs and minimal loss in welfare. The theme also necessarily deals with the issue of losers and winners 

from structural change and social transition. 

Regions are subject to global and national forces that drive changes beyond their control. The smaller populations 

and less diverse economies of regions often mean that shifts in markets, policy or population can lead to significant 

and rapid changes in employment and business prospects. These shifts create significant uncertainty and stress for 

communities, undermining health and wellbeing in addition to economic costs.   
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3. The stock of research 

The Stocktake of Regional Research project produced the database of relevant research – RAISED. In excess of 

1500 research items and knowledge products were captured by the search strings and consultation processes and 

then successfully passed through a filtering process. 

Perhaps 60 per cent of the total stock of all research items captured in RAISED in some way relates to Theme 3. 

Figure 1 depicts coverage of Theme 3 relative to the other three RAI research themes. 

 

 

Figure 1: Extent of RAISED coverage – by theme 
 

Most of the research that relates to successful transitions was categorised into the RAISED ‘process’ topic of 

‘managing change’ which was one of the top 15 topics captured in RAISED. Some examples of the research 

captured include: 

 ‘Managing Change: Australian Structural Adjustment Lessons for Water’ 

 ‘The Drying Lake – Lake Boga’s Experience of Change and Uncertainty’ 

 ‘Lessons from the Social and Economic Impacts of the Mining Boom in the Bowen Basin 2004-2006’ 

 ‘The Rural Decline Effect on Emergency Services, Communities and Volunteers’ 

 ‘Contemporary Rural Change: The Complex Case of Jerdacuttup, Western Australia’ 
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4. Does the research literature respond 

to Theme 3 issues and research 

questions? 

The research captured in RAISED only responds in a mixed fashion to Theme 3’s requirements. Below we provide 

an indication of the responsiveness of the RAISED literature to Theme 3 and research questions. 

What do social and economic transitions mean for regional communities and what are the perspectives of the 

people involved?  

There is a reasonable amount of research on this question. Further investigation will be required, but much of it is 

likely to be more of academic interest rather than being particularly relevant to and useable by policy makers. 

Some examples we found include: 

 ‘All Change! Gippsland Perspectives on Regional Australia in Transition’ 

 ‘Rising above a crisis: Resilience Processes and Community Well-Being’ 

 ‘Using Scenarios to Build a Resilient Community: Lessons Learnt in Sunraysia’ 

 ‘Intentional Innovation Communities: Strengthening Innovation Performance in Northern Inland Region of NSW’ 

 ‘Application of Resilience Theory and Adaptive Cycles as a Framework for Evaluating Change in Amenity-

Transition Communities’ 

 

What can we learn from past transitions in regional Australia or overseas?  

As we noted in the Theme 1 Literature Review, there is extremely limited research which brings into the Australian 

context evidence of successful location-specific regional development policy from elsewhere in the world, and we 

see a strong role for RAI to respond to this gap. We note that the literature search found a number of relevant 

pieces of research from elsewhere in the world which may contain lessons for Australia. However, for policy 

making purposes there would be considerable value in RAI leading an effort to identify and collate lessons for the 

Australian situation. Some examples of international research include: 

 ‘High Technology Policy in the Alpes-Maritimes and in British Columbia: Two Cases of Adapting Regional 

Economies to Globalisation’  

 ‘The Village in a Game Park: Local Response to the Demise of Coal Mining in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa’ 

 ‘The Changing Landscape of a Rural Region: The Effect of the Harry S Truman Dam and Reservoir in the 

Osage River Basin of Missouri’ 

 ‘Challenges for Maintaining Sustainable Agriculture Systems in the United States’ 

 ‘Institutionalising Culture: The Role of Culture in Lessening Vulnerability in Vietnam, Brazil and Cameroon’ 

 

What can government or industry do to assist the regional transition process?  

There were a handful of quite useful research items that relate to this Theme 3 research question. While not 

necessarily providing policy makers with a great deal of useable policy levers, they do tend to speak to the issues 

in a language that policy makers will appreciate. Some examples include: 

 



 

 
8 

 ‘Small Town Renewal: Overview and Case Studies: A Report from the Rural Industries Research and 

Development Corporation’ 

 ‘Time Running Out: Shaping Regional Australia’s Future’ 

 ‘Regional Australia in a Globalised Economy: Towards a Responsible Framework for Regional Development’ 

 ‘Green Collar Jobs: Employment Impacts of Climate Change Policies’ 

 ‘Strategic Planning in Regional Cities: New Conceptions’ 

 ‘The Changing Nature of Rural Communities: Policy-Driven Land Use Change and the Sustainability of Rural 

Communities’ 

 

How can we better empower regions and people directly involved in transition to manage the impacts on 

their situations?  

There was some research on this topic, perhaps the most useful of which related to community leadership. (The 

notion of the importance of community leadership was cited by quite a number of regional development policy 

makers.) This research question, it seems, seeks to bring to a human level some of the skills and capacities, as well 

as approaches, which may assist individuals in regional Australia better responding to the demands of transition. 

Some examples include: 

 ‘Cross Boundary Farming: Can this Challenging Farming Method Save the Australian Family Farm?’ 

 ‘The Resource Curse: New Outback Principalities and the Paradox of Plenty’ 

 ‘Understanding Resilience in South Australian Farm Families’ 

 

Some of the research reports that relate to community leadership and individual responsiveness to change include: 

 ‘Leadership and Community in the Gilbert Valley, South Australia: A Study of Resilience and Regrouping’ 

 ‘Rural Collaborative Leadership Training and the Potential Influence of Community Social Capital on its 

Application’ 

 ‘Above the Fray: Rural Women Leaders on Regional Development and Electoral Democracy in Atlantic 

Canada’ 

 

  



 

9 

5. Stakeholder future research topics 

The online and stakeholder consultation processes identified over 300 future research priorities among RAI’s 

stakeholders. A number of these that are of interest to Theme 3 include: 

 ‘Approaches to local government amalgamations’ 

 ‘Small town renewal’ 

 ‘Reviewing the transitional effects of Murray-Darling water buy-backs’ 

 ‘Food security versus mining’ 

 ‘Social impact studies of mining projects’ 

 ‘How might NBN allow knowledge-based businesses to move to the regions’ 

 ‘Defining clear parameters for sustainable communities’ 

 ‘Ways to use spatial growth mapping to better plan for transitions’ 
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6. Gaps and suggested research topics 

Of all four themes, the gap between the stock of research and policy maker interest is smallest for Theme 3 i.e., 

Theme 3 is the equal most covered topic in RAISED and is assessed to be considered of least importance to policy 

makers of all four themes.  

 

 

Figure 2: Gaps between coverage in RAISED and assessed policy maker interest 
 

A key practical task for RAI is to ensure that its work against Theme 3 is sufficiently practical and applicable to 

policy makers working on real-world issues, and to make its research as accessible and relevant. RAI needs to 

avoid the risk of building on the already substantial conceptual stock of work on ‘successful transitions’ and instead 

focus relatively more on the most practical issues wherever possible.  

Policy makers do, of course, have an interest in managing change and assisting successful transitions. Policy makers 

recognise there is no simple formula to achieve successful transitions. They feel extremely uncertain about the best 

way to proceed: how to package a structural adjustment program in a time of rapid change; how to sensitise 

planning requirements to cater for a massive ramp up in housing in rural areas; how to avoid a lag in investment in 

supporting public infrastructure in an area adversely affected by rapid and large-scale private investment. To the 

extent possible, research work needs to help answer these questions too. In addition, other suggested research 

topics for Theme 3 are: 

 Research into the extent to which preparedness for change in a regional environment ensures more successful 

outcomes. This research would ideally be strongly based on case studies. 

 A series of reports detailing in practical terms examples of successful transitions that occurred in various 

regional Australian locations in different contexts over time. 

 Research into successful international experience of policy responses that helped achieve successful transitions 

which may be applicable in regional Australia. 

 What policy responses to the crowding-out effects of major resource sector investment have helped mitigate 

the worst excesses of the resources curse and have helped communities transition to a more diversified 

economy? 
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 Detailed research into the relevance and effectiveness of local-level leadership on achieving successful 

transitions and managing change. 

 Research that helps policy makers form policy which manages adverse effects on social capital from change 

caused by policy or other exogenous factors. 
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Annex A: Theme 3 – Successful 

Transitions 

Regions are subject to global and national forces that drive changes beyond their control. The smaller populations 

and less diverse economies of regions often mean that shifts in markets, policy or population can lead to significant 

and rapid changes in employment and business prospects. The shifts create significant uncertainty and stress for 

communities, undermining health and wellbeing in addition to economic costs.  

In Australia’s globalised economy, significant transitions are happening all the time for different regions. For 

example, at the time of developing this agenda, a series of transitions were evident:  

 Rapid growth of mining due to unprecedented investment in areas such as the Pilbara and Bowen Basin  

 Downsizing in steel and aluminium production in the Illawarra and Hunter Valley  

 Water buy-backs in the Murray-Darling Basin and the development of the Basin Plan reducing the water 

allocated for irrigation  

 Migration of people from cities to regional centres for lifestyle reasons  

 

The way in which regions themselves and decision makers in government and industry understand and respond to 

these changes can be crucial to minimising the downsides of change and identifying opportunities for a sustainable 

long-term future. The ability for regions to develop organic growth from existing resources is also essential.  

Regional Australia Institute will contribute to successful transitions in regional areas by undertaking research to 

better document the consequences of change and the perceptions and aspirations of the people involved. Solutions 

that have been tried and new options, which hold potential to better deal with change, will also be researched.  

Research questions to be addressed by RAI’s research program: 

 What do social and economic transitions mean for regional communities and what are the perspectives of the 

people involved?  

 What can we learn from past transitions in regional Australia or overseas?  

 What can government or industry do to assist the regional transition process?  

 How can we better empower regions and people directly involved in transition to manage the impacts on 

their situations?  

 


