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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines a participatory approach to interpretive planning, employed in 
the Shark Bay World Heritage Area, Western Australia. At the project outset 
relations between the conservation agency responsible for administering World 
Heritage and the local community were strained, and complicated by a history of 
conflict over the World Heritage listing and subsequent management of the area. 
A participatory approach to interpretive planning was adopted in the hope that 
doing so would achieve the following: improved rebtions between polarised 
stakeholder groups, increased community support for the plan and its 
implementation, and improved access to the variety of knowledge pools within the 
Shark Bay community. 

Effectively cngnging and integrating the interests of the area's polarised 
stakeholders meant that their social, political, organisational and disciplinary 
divisions had to be overcome. To do this, a novel participatory interpretive 
planni.ng method was developed using action research. This method employed a 
combination of techniques, including a modified Delphi Technique based on in­
depth interviews, key informants, and direct prolonged emcrsion of the researcher 
in the community. 'l11e practical results of the project were the production of a 
stakeholder-derived communications strategy and interpretive plan for the World 
Heritage Area. These products embodied the collective social, cultural, economic 
and environmental interests of Shark Bay stakeholders, and included agreed-upon 
objectives, messages, stories for representing Shark Bar to the outside world. 

The participatory planning process also resulted in a number of instrumental and 
trans formative outcomes including: surfacing of latent community issues, quieting 
of dominant rhetoric, identification of common values among stakeholders, 
collection of knowledge from multiple sources and contexts, equalisation of power 
between community segments, empowerment of marginalised community 
members, creation of social capital, and generation of support and commitment to 
plan implementation. In addition, the study demonstrated that participatory 
processes arc vulnerable to cooption and manipvlation by powerful stakeholders, 
and that the success of such processes relics more on the creation of trusting 
relationships (i.e. social capital) between stakeholders and facilitators than on the 
application of formulaic group techniques used to garner public input. 

With respect to interpretive planning, this project showed how a participatory 
approach to interpretive planning can be used as an ethical means to develop 
multiple narratives for interpretation that are just and legitimate representations of 



the community's interests and stories. Other implications of this project, 
particularly in relation to the creation of social capital and horizontal and vertical 
relationships between community and agency groups, indicate that participatory 
interpretive planning can be used as an intervention in situations where 
conservation initiatives have resulted in conflict with local communities. Positive 
change is achieved tluough the creation of a common platform of values, mutual 
understanding and knowledge, from which further cfologue and reciprocal 
cooperation can take pl~ce. The evidence presented suggests that the stakeholder­
centred approach to imerpretive planning used in Shark Bay may fonn a useful 
basis for collaborative environmental management in a range of contexts and 
landscapes where new conservation initiatives are being contemplated. Lessons 
learned through application of this novel approzr.h to interpretive planroing may 
prove useful to interpretive professionals, environmental managers, governments 
and businesses attempting cross-disciplinary integration of multiple stakeholder 
interests. 
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GLOSSARY 

Communication. Conununication can be defined as the "successful transmission 
of thoughts or ideas, without significant distortion, so that understanding is 
achieved" (Fazio and Gilbert, 1986). 

Interpretation. Interpretation is an educational activity that "aims to reveal 
meaning about our natural and cultural environment'' (Beck and Cable, -1998). 

Ecosystem Health. "Ecosystem health is an integrative field that acknowledges 
and explores the interrelations between human activity, social organization, 
ecological systems, and human health" (Rapport et al, 1998). 

Action Research. "Action research is a qualitative research approach which has 
the dual aims of action and research: action to bring about change in some 
conununity, organization or program, and research to increase understanding on 
the part of tr, researcher and/or client" (Dick 1993). 

Stakeholder. "Any group ot individual who can affect, ot is affected by, the 
achievement of a corporation's putpose" (Freeman, 1984). 
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 

CALM. Westem Australia Department of Conservation and Land Management 

SBWHA. Shark Bay World Heritage Area 

WA. Western Australia 

NGO. Non-govemment organisation 

"Every spoken word arouses our se!f-wi/L" 

- Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION AND STUDY ORGANISATION 

'There is nothing more d'!lficult than lo achieve a new order of things with no support from thoJe who 
will not benefi.t from the new order, and onfy !Jfkewarm JlljJport from those who w,J/." 

-Machiavelli, The Prince, 1514 

Shark Bay was declared a World Heritage area in 1991 because of its globally outstanding 
natural values. To gain World Heritage status, a natural site must meet one of four strict 
criteria set out by the World Heritage Committee. Shark Bay is one of only 144 natural 
sites around the globe that have been awarded World Heritage status, and one of only 
sixteen (as of2003) that meet all four of the criteria. 

However, Shark Bay's World Heritage listing has not been without problems. According 
to historical writer, Hugh Edwards (1999, p.363), Shark Bay "is a place where changes of 
any kind-barring an improvement in the weather-have seldom been welcome." Many 
residents were disgruntled with the surge in tourism that followed when the 130 km 
stretch of road between the West Coast Highway and Denham was finally sealed in 1985, 
effectively linking Shark Bay to We outside world. Unsurprisingly, the proposal for World 
Heritage listing in the late 1980s was not welcomed by an overwhelming majority of local 
residents, who felt the listing would close down industry, jeopardise their lifestyles, 
remove large parcels of land from traditional use, i:nd result in outside, non-representative 
interference in local decision-making by state, federal and intemational government 
agencies. This opposition was so fierce that the conflict made the cover of Time htstralia 
magazine (November 28, 1988). Nonetheless, as part of a 1990 pre-election promise, the 
Federal government pushed ahead with World Heritage listing for Shark Bay, despite the 
vehement opposition of Shark Bay residents. 

However, the listing did not take place without concessions &om the Federal government. 
Pastoral, fishing and shell mining industries were maintained within the World Heritage 
area, while the Denham townsite and salt mining operations were totally excised. 
Edwards (1999) quotes an editorial from the West A11stralia11 newspaper: "In spite of the 
controversy and confusion that preceded it, the agreement between the State and World 
Heritage nomination appears to be a reasonable compromise that will safeguard both the 
environment and human activity in the area." (West A11stralia11, 4 October 1990, cited in 
Edwards, 1999, p.383). 

Despite these final concessions, and the eleven years that have passed since the World 
Heritage listing, much of the original opposition remains, and many local people still feel 
that government management agencies are often indifferent to the needs of the 
community. Some local people also feel that they are ill-informed by management 
agencies, and are not given genuine opportunities to provide input and influence 
management pla..ming. Others feel that World Heritage listing has been socially damaging 
because it has created long-standing divisions within the community, and resulted in 
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marginalisation of the original inhabitants (primarily fishers of Aboriginal-Malay descent) 
because of increases in tourism and tourism related economy, 

The lack of local understanding as to wqJ Shark Bay is a World Heritage area has 
compounded these problems. Thirty-nine World Heritage values have been identified for 
Shark. Bay. These values arise from a complex interplay between geClmorphological, 
hydrological, evolutionary and biological factors, and as a consequence are difficult for 
non-scientists and non-specialists to appreciate or understand. 

Improved communication is clearly an essential first step for repairing the rift between 
management agencies and the local community, and for raising awareness and 
appreciation for the reasons why Shark Bay is a globally outstanding area. Yet despite 
this, the approach to communications and interpretation in the Shark Bay World Heritage 
Area (SBWHA) had been ad hoc until recent times. Individual government agencies and 
tourism operators have independently developed their own messages and 
communications mate.rials to suit their respective corporate objectives. As a result, there 
are few consistent messages as to why Shark Bay is globally outstanding, or how people 
ought to conduct themselves when in the area. Information that is available is often 
outdated, inaccurate, and/ or reflective of the corporate objectives of the agency or 
company that produced the information, rather than World Heritage principles and 
values. Consequently, there is often patchy, incomplete information explaining the 
reasons for Shark Bay's World Herirnge status in lay terms. 

Tbis lack of a coordinated approach to communications in Shark Bay has had a number 
of consequences. Presently, few people-including locals, visitors and government agency 
staff-have a clear or complete understanding as to why Shark Bay is a World Heritage 
area. Some scientists with long-term research interests in the area feel that their work has 
not been adequately translated into management action or educational material. In 
addition, residents have sometimes felt that agencies do not sufficiently recognise that the 
history, identity and aspirations of the local residents are also an important part of the 
Shark Bay story. 

Lack of communication and a low state and nation-wide profile have also made it more 
difficult to raise support, cooperation and resowces for management and conservation 
activities in the area. In addition, given the area is very large, of mixed tenure, and with 
few regulatory staff available to enforce regulations, inappropriate activities remain a 
problem because visitors are not well-informed, and residents are not on-side. It has also 
meant that the local population has not seen as much social and economic benefit from 
World Heritage listing as it had hoped, because visitors are not aware of there being much 
to see or do in the area beyond visiting Monkey Mia, Shell Beach and the stromatolites, or 
going fishing. 

In order to help remedy these problems, the researcher was contracted by the Department 
of Conservation and Land Management (CALM) in 2001 to develop an interpretation and 
communications plan for the SBWHA that would improve relations between stakeholders 
in the SBWHA, improve coordination of communications between the various agencies, 
and increase commitment to and nndc:rstanding of World Heritage among stakeholders 
and visitors. 
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In recognition of Allen's (2001) obsetvation that environmental issues can only be 
effectively resolved by fostering commitment and understanding among those involved in 
the change process, and given the context of the proposed planning exercise, it was the 
researcher's belief that a conventional strategic plan.ning cycle would be ineffective in this 
case. She felt that a convergent approach, bringing together biological, social and 
economic knowledge into a common values platform, would be required to generate a 
bottom-up strategy supported by the array of Shark Bay stakeholders. 

Tbis required the adoption of a participatory approach to developing the plan. Key 
stakeholders-who would potentially affect support and delivery of the plan-would be 
directly engaged in the plan development A participatory approach was selected on the 
assumption that stakeholder engagement in the planning process would result in the 
following: improved relationships and communication between stakeholders, a larger 
lmowledge base for developing the plan, increased understanding and commitment 
amongst stakeholders, and a plan that was directly meaningful and relevant to stakeholder 
interests. It was hoped that the participatory process would thereby begin to achieve the 
primary objectives of the interpretation and communications plan, before plan 
implementation. 

There was, however, no suitable pre-extstmg methodology to guide a participatory 
interpretive planning process for the SBWHA. D!!spite incrrnsing recognition of the 
value of participation in planning for environmental management, notions of greater 
collaboration with the public and other stakeholders have not had as much cany-over into 
interpretive planning for parks and other areas of conservation significance. Traditionally, 
interpretive planning has been used as a tool for increasing public compliance and support 
for management objectives developed by government agencies, and has taken the form of 
traditional 1public relations', whereby stakeholders are targeted with careful and persuasive 
messages, with little genuine dialogue or two-way communication. Although interpretive 
practitioners have increasingly identified the need for greater community involvement in 
the intetpretive planning process, there is very little literature describing methods for 
engaging communities in such processes, or the outcomes or implications of such 
processes on the relevance and effectiveness of interpretation or on environmental 
management generally. Llterature which describes participatory planning methods tends 
to focus on workshops and other group planning techniques, approaches unsuitable for 
Shark Bay, given the hostility that often erupts during public gatherings because of the 
community being highly polarised over World Heritage related issues. 

In absence of a tested methodology to guide the planning, the researcher borrcwed 
components from existing interpretive and communications planning models, and 
reworked them where necessary to accommodate stakeholder participation. From this, a 
loose planning framework was created, which was then allowed to evolve, change and 
solidify with input and direction from participating stakeholders through the adoption of 
an action research :..pproach. The methodology and the response of the local community 
and other stakeholders to the planning process were recorded in order to provide a 
docwnented process for consideration by other interpretive and communications 
practitioners, and to provide an analysis of the process outcomes, particularly as they 
pertain to communications, interpretation, ecosystem health and environmental 
management in areas of consetvation significance. 
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11 The Purpose of the Study: 

Action research studies arc characterised by having dual aims of action and re.rearcb. action 
to bring about change ir, some community or organisation, and research to increase 
knowledge and understanding on the part of the researcher and client. Thus, the purpose 
of this study was twofold. Firstly, it aimed to generate action, by developing 
conununications and interpretation plans for the Shark Bay World Heritage Area in 
collaboration with key stakeholders, and in doing so, improve stakeholder relations with 
respect to environmental management of the area. Secondly, the study aimed to generate 
knowkdgr., by examining participatory methods used to engage a hostile, polarised 
community, analysing the outcomes of a participatory approach to ,.ornmunicat:ions and 
interpretive planning, and exploring the implications of these •.mtcomes for interpretive 
planning and strategic environmental management in the Shark Bay World Heritage Atca. 

1.2 Research Questions: 

The research questions posed by this study arc as follows: 

1. What participatory methods can be used to engage a polarised community in a 
collaborative planning process? 

2. What sorts of outcomes are derived using a participatory approach to 
communications/interpretive planning for environmental management? 

3. What arc the implications of these outcomes in relation to interpretive planning? 
4. What are the implications of these outcomes to environmental management? 

1.3 Organisation of the Srudy 

This thesis is organised into five chapters. It starts with this introduction outlining the 
study context and research questions followed by a brief literature review outlining the 
conceptual framework that informed the study at its inception. Next is an outline of the 
project methodology followed by a <letailed practical description of the project chronology 
and a stakeholder evaluation of the program. The final chapter presents a detailed 
theoretical reflection on the project outcomes and final conclusions in relation to the 
study's implications for interpretive planning !:Od environmental management. 

Chapter 1: Introduction a11d Sturfy 0,ganisati'on 

Chapter 1 introduces the situation that provided the impetus for this study. Relations 
between the local conservation agency responsible for administering World Heritage and 
the local community were strained, and complicated by a history of conflict and resistance 
of the local community to World Heritage listing and the couservation agency's 
administration of the area. As a consequence of this and poorly integrated ad hoc 
approaches to communications among the various organisations in the area, there was 
poor awareness as to why Sh:uk Bay was a World Heritage area. A participatory approach 
to communications planning was decided on, as a means of repairing relations with the 
local community and increasing appreciation for the area's World Heritage values. The 
chapter then follows with an outline of the purpose of the study and the research 
questions. 
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework 

Chapter 2 outlines the fields of ·mowledge that infonned this study at its outset. It 
presents evidence that rationalises the need for this study, including ethical concerns 
related to the following: levels of participation and the strength and legitimacy of planning 
decisions; attempts by scientists to influence public opinion with one-way, persuasive 
communication; and the failure of the Western paradigm of protected area management 
to acknowledge the historic and ongoing interconnections between hwnans and 
landscapes as is necessary for ecosystem health. It also describes the managerial 
importance of participation in successful delivery of strategy or char1ge. The chapter goes 
on to provide an overview of some of the documented benefits and pitfalls of 
participation and uses these to define a loose conceptual framework for the study. It also 
points out research gaps, noting that genuinely participative processes are rare and little 
studied, and that outcomes of participatory interpretive planning processes have been 
poorly documented. Nor have the effects of such processes been adequately examined 
from the persrectives of participants or in terms of their implications with respect to 
interpretation, environmental management and notions of ecosystem health. 

Chapter 3: Methodofo.!J 

Chapter 3 outlines and justifies the methodology used for the project It begins by 
describing the principles of action research, and compares action research to quantitative 
research methods. This is followed by a justification of why an action research was used 
as an approach to engage stakeholders in this study. The chapter then discusses issues 
associated with ensuring 'just' participation, and the usefulness of the Delphi technique in 
circumventing group dynamics. The methods used to collect data arc also described, 
including in-depth intetviews and key infonnants, as are means of triangulating and 
member checking the data. 

Chapter 4: Project Chronology And Practical &jlectio11s 

Chapter 4 presents background information for the study followed by a detailed 
chronology of the project. Th.is chapter presents the researcher's chronicle of the two 
action research cycles used by the study, and. the various plan, act and reflect stages of 
each cycle. The first cycle involved en2aging stakeholders in devising and prioritising 
objectives, key messages and evaluatior, methods for a communications strategy for the 
SBWHA. Methods used for this cycle included in-depth interviews with 115 stakeholders, 
and a modified Delphi round used to fonnu1ate, rank and gain consensus on proposed 
communications objectives and messages. The second action research cycle involved 
engaging stakeholders to develop story ideas and gamer local and technical advice for a 
detailed SBWHA interpretive plan. Tbis was done by undertaking a series of informal 
and fonnal meetings, interviews and workshops with key informants identified in the first 
action research cycle. This chapter includes pmctical reflections on the outcomes of both 
action research cycles, as well as a stakeholder evaluation of the process. Theoretical 
reflections on the project outcomes are excluded from this chapter and are instead 
discussed in-depth in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: On/comes and Theoretical &flee/ions 

Chapter 5 provides a detailed description of the instrumental outcomes of the planning 
process, such as: finding common ground in a polarised community, the legitimacy and 
representativeness of the process, the effectiveness of the process in tapping into 
knowledge collectively held by the community and the level of support and commitment 
for the plan and its implementation, 1bis chapter also looks at transformat:ive outcomes 
of the project, including community empowcnnent and the creation of social capital. The 
role of power in participatory processes and associated pitfalls are also analysed, as is the 
role of the facilit.ator in ensuring the fairness and legitimacy of participatory processes. 
This is followed by a discussion of the implications of using participatory methods for 
interpretive planning, particularly as an ethical basis for developing multiple nanatives, 
and for improving the uptake of knowledge through double-loop learning. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion on the implications of the study's findings with respect to 
conventional environmental planning, and suggests an alternative, communications-based 
approach to environmental planning that is consistent with notions of ecosystem health, 
post-normal science and transdisciplinary sustainability. 
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Chapter 2 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

'We are not going to be able to operate our Spaceship Earth mcces.if11/fy 11or far much longer unless 
we see it a! a whole spaceship and our fate as common. II ha! lo be ewrybotfy or nobotfy." 

-Buckminster Fuller 

2.1 Introduction 

Most qualit.ative research is seen as being free from predetcrmined theories and questions 
O"acob, 1988), which generally emerge after data collection, as opposed to before. This 
study sought to document outcomes of a participatory planning process that had not been 
previously described in the environmental management or intetpretive planning literature. 
Such outcomes have undoubtedly been described for other fields of study, particularly 
international development and health care research; however, the researcher refrained 
from reviewing literature in these other fields until the study was completed, in an effort 
to minimise the influence of preconceived notions on data collection. Thus, contributions 
from these fields are incorporated in the discussions of Chapter 5 rather than in this 
section. 

Despite the need to remain relatively 'theory-free' at the start of qualit.ative studies, 
Eisenhardt (1989, p.536) notes that a "priori specification of constructs can also help 
shape the design of theory-building research" by permitting more accurate measurement 
of constructs during the research. Thus the researcher conducted a limited literature 
search at the project inception. 

For this study, the concept of ecosystem health-which asswnes that the health of human 
communities and ecosystems are interrelated-is the fundamental underlying framework of 
this environmental management study. However, the study is also informed by an array 
of other fields: action research as a methodology to enhance democratic decision-making 
and social innov2tion, and the importance of 'just' participation in garnering commitment 
towards organisational change (these topics are dealt with in the methodology section of 
Chapter 3); participation and multi-lateral communications and their role in negotiating 
priorities for ecological policy arid supporting environment.al management and ecosystem 
health; and intetpretive planning for parks and protected areas and levels of penetration 
participatory notions have had in this arena in different parts of the world. While; these 
fields represent somewhat disparate disciplines, they are nonetheless important and inter­
related vehicles for achieving ecosystem health and supporting envirorunental 
management in socially and economically complex landscapes. 

This chapter outlines the fields of knowledge that infonned this study at its outset Its 
purpose is to: 
• rationalise the need for this study; 
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• review and :malyse existing research relevant to participation in environmental 
management and interpr~tiVe planning, and identify knowledge gaps in the literature; 
and 

• define a loose conceptual framework relating to presently acknowledged outcomes of 
participatory processes in the field of environmental management. 

2.2 Study Rationale 

2.2.1 Participation from an ethical tind eCO,[YSfent health perspective 

Historically in Australia, conventional planning cycles used by government agencies ofren 
incorporated little genuine public participation. Rather they tended to adopt following 
sequence: decide on a course of action, announce the decision, and then defend the 
decision from ensuing protests (Government of Western Australia Citizens and Civics 
Unit 2002). Where planning did incorporate public involvement, it was often limited to 
obtaining public feedback on analysis, alternatives, and/ or decisions (Government of 
Western Australia Citizens and Civics Unit 2002). 

Levels of public participation are particularly relevant to environmental management 
decisions, because such decisions affect land tenure, patterns of resource use and 
settlement, and the lives and livelihoods of people. Pimbert and Pretty (1995), in their 
!eport to the United Nations on the ethics of excluding people from protected areas, 
observe that governments have typically decided what areas arc to be protected and how 
they should be managed, with little or no input from local people. 1hey argue that local 
knowledge, skills, and institutions, fine-tuned over generations of observation and 
adaptation to the local environment, are frequently ignored in favour of sdentific 
knowledge provided by external 'experts', who typically make recommendations on the 
basis cursory surveys and the narrow foci of their respective disciplines. In addition, these 
decisions are often made with little attention to the socio-economic effects on local 
people excluded or displaced from the protected area (Pimbert and Pretty 1995). 

However, in Australia and other Western countries, public expectations are changing­
people are more articulate and informed, and they expect to be more involved in decision 
making. Government (and other) organizations increasingly recognise that engaging the 
community in consultation is good practice (Government of Western Australia Citizens 
and Civics Unit 2002). According to a report prepared for the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (Caddy & V ergez 2001, p.4) greater 
participation by citizens allows governments to "tap wider sources of infonnation, 
perspectives and potential solutions, and improves the quality of decisions reached., .(It 
also) contributes to building trust in government, raising the quality of democracy, and 
strengthening civic capacity." Other reasons for the growing advocacy for participatory 
approaches to decision-making and policy development include decentralisation of 
government and devolution of responsibility to community groups (Swanson 2001), and 
recognition of the value and local expertise community members have to offer (Robertson 
et al 2000). Over the last three decades, government agencies involved in environmental 
management have increasingly embraced the trend toward greater public participation in 
decision-making. In addition, the increasing complexity of environmental issues, and the 
social and economic implications of environmental management decisions, have 
highlighted the need for genuine cross-sectorial integration and collaboration in research 
and decision-making (Funtowicz & Ravctz 1994, WHO 1997, Neller 2000). 
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Increased public and cross-secto:cial (i.e. stakeholder) involvement in environmental 
decision-making is consistent with notions of ecosystem health. Ecosystem health is an 
integrative field exploring the interrelations between hwnan activity, social organization, 
ecological systems, and hwnan health (Rapport el ol1998). The issues emerging as a result 
of ecosystem degradation at global, regional and local scales indicate the fundamental 
relationship between human health and the sustainability of natural ecosystems (Postel & 
Carpenter 1997, Gleick 2000). Failure to acknowledge the human dimension of 
landscapes and exclusion of local people from these landscapes and associated 
manage..tnent decisions has far reaching consequences, not only in tenns of social impact 
but also on conservation success, Many "new conservation" scientists, such as Pimbert 
and Pretty (199.5), argue that degradation of natural resources is more likely to occur in 
areas where local people are excluded. They cite examples of intensified poverty and 
environmental degradation in areas surrounding parks and reselves, growing rural 
conflicts with the deterioration/ dismantling of traditional land management systems, 
attacks on park personnel, protests and rallies, and poaching, burning and damaging of 
park resources. 

Numerous authors argue that societal preferences, as opposed to the goals of external 
'experts', should drive the environmental management goals inherent in achieving 
ecosystem health (e.g. Gaudet et aL1997, Meyer 1997, Meppem & Bourke 1999). Lackey 
(2001) notes that identification of stakeholders and how their conflicting input should be 
used to define ecosystem health must be considered for any specific ecological policy 
issur. To do this, understanding the values and preferences of society is crucial, and 
public involvement critical. For this to occur, effective, two-wqy communication between 
environmental decision-makers and other stakeholders is critical. 

Yet despite the increasing importance of two-way communication between decision­
makers and stakeholders in environmental planning, notions of greater collaboration with 
the public and other stakeholders have had limited carry over to communications 
planning. Traditionally, government conununication with stakeholders has taken the fonn 
of traditional 'public relations', whereby stakeholders are targeted with careful and 
persuasive messages, with little genuine dialogue or two-way conununicat:ion (Gardner, 
2001). Tbis approach is considered by many to be both ethically questionable (Weiss 
1988, McKenna 1999, Greenwood 2000) and ineffective (Grunig 1996). Gardner (2001), 
following Mintzberg (1994), argues that strategic planning approaches using traditional 
forms of conununications do not effectively integrate organisational activities or the 
intelligence required for effective executive decisions. 

Scientists and environmental management agencies often adhere to this traditional 'public 
relations' approach of infonning the public and decision-makers, by attempting to 
influence decisions on the basis of 'objective' scientific research, which is presented as a 
convincing argument to be bought by other stakeholders and the public. The efficacy of 
this traditional approach is also challenged by Weber (2001, p.2), a communications 
scholar, who notes that 11 compelling scientific information very often runs aground almost 
as soon as it is launched into the choppy waters of public discourse." Weber's work 
(2001) indicates that non-scientists don't automatically perceive scientific information to 
be objective and neutral, and are often suspicious that scientific information posing as 
purely informative is really agenda-driven and meant to be persuasive. 
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Non-scientists aren't the only ones to question scientific objectivity, particularly with 
respect to ecology; according to some, ecology has become a belief system, surreptitiously 
labelling personal values and policy preferences as "science" (Salzman 1995). Lackey 
(2001) argues that scientific descriptions or measures of ecosystem health are not value 
neutral. For inst.ance, Lackey (2001) notes that concepts such as biological diversity, 
extinction, ecological complexity, and evolution do not have intrinr-ic value. These 
concepts only become good or bad when they are strained through the filter of the 
ecological ptofession's own collective value system. On this basis, Lackey (2001) argues 
that it is essential that the values of scientists and technocrats not be used as surrogates for 
societal values and preferences when developing ecological policy. 

With neither scientists nor non-scientists being convinced of the value-neut:mlity of 
scientific information, it is unsurprising that attempts to persuade public opinion using 
"objective" scientific research are often unsuccessful. Titls phenomenon has been 
documented in the USA's Pacific Northwest by Johnson and Campbell (1999), who show 
that although both the public and scientists have a large influence on public policy, they 
have little exchange with or influence on each other, and as a result tend to enter and leave 
negotiations having had little effect on each other's positicns. Johnson and Campbell 
(1999) note that dialogue between scientists and other stakeholder groups is fraught with 
resistance and scepticism from both parties, with stakeholders viewing scientists as 
outsiders with vested interests or beliefs, and the scientists viewing stakeholders as 
impinging on academic freedom and sound science. This makes decision-making and 
consensus 'b-....ilding drawn-out and difficult. It also provides little opportunity for the two 
groups to work together and creatively and synergistically generate mutual vision and 
social, organisational, and policy innovation 1• 

Weber (2001) concludes that science conununication must be viewed as a process as well 
as a product, and that although scientists can raise public awareness of critical issues, they 
do not st.and above the process of negotiating meanings or creating constructive public 
dialogue. The benefits of two-way dialogue are also identified by Robertson et al (2000), 
who argue that ecologists should acknowledge the rigour of ecological knowledge gained 
through detailed observations of landscapes over lengthy time periods by non-scientists. 
likewise, Johnson and Campbell (1999) and Yaffee (1996) argue that resolution of 
complex social, economic and ecological issues require two-way conununication to create 
understanding between ecological science and diverse stakeholder groups. In order to 
achieve this, local projects must be undertaken that benefit both residents and the 
environment, and linkages between economic well-being and ecosystem integrity must be 
recognised and strengthened Gohnson & Campbell 1999). 

2.2.2 Participation from a managerial perspective 

The importance of participation is also recognised in organisational management 
literature, particularly with respect to change management. Eden and Ackerman, in their 
1998 book Making Stmlegy, stress the importance of participation and stakeholder 
management in strategy-making for organisational change. There are two essential 

1 Although there arc many Cllamp!es of scientists and non-scientists fulling to collaboC'lte on policy matters, there arc also 
more recent =pies where such co11ahoration 00 taken place, such as the Great .Barrier RccfRcprcscntativc Areas 
Program (sec; www.rccf.crc.org.au/ research/ manage/rcprcscntarca.html). 
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processes in strategic management: developing strategy and implementing strategy. Eden 
and Ackerman (1998) note that many of the difficulties organisations experience in trying 
to implement solutions to their problems have their root in the problem identification 
stage, not in the implementation stage. They note that that much of the literature related 
to strategic management focuses almost entirely on rational analyses of C;xtemal factors 
(eg. stockholders or competitors) resulting in logic-driven outcomes. These analyses fail 
to realise that the delivery of strategy is dependent on the social process of strategy 
negotiation with those internal to the organisation and that "strategic management is 
about people creating outcomes, not just outcomes" (Eden & Ackerman 1998, p.11). 

Eden and Ackerman (1998) observe that strategy-making usually results in organisational 
change, which is perceived by many within the organisation as tlueatening or beneficial to 
themselves; these perceptions trigger po!itical manoeuvring among internal stakeholders 
as they work to obstruct or facilitate strategy delivery, which in tum can jeopardise the 
political feasibility of the strategy. Participation of stakeholders, including saboteurs as 
well as supporters, :.n structured negotiation designed to promote group learning, will help 
to change how people see things and generate new frameworks for strategy-making and 
problem solving (Eden & Ackerman 1998). 

Thus it can be argued that successful delivery of strategy is dependent on the inclusion of 
those within the organisation who have the power to influence strategy implementation in 
the strategy-making process. If internal stakeholders are excluded from decision-making 
processes, they are unlikely to be motivated to implement changes or solutions, and 
implementation of the strategy will have to rely on coercion and manipulation instead 
(Eden&Ackerman 1998). 

Tue assumptions undetpinning participatory strategy-making also resonate in Allen's 
(2001) observation that the growing use of participatory methods-such as action 
research- in environmental management recognises that natural resource management 
issues are not so much problems requiring answers as they are issues requiring one or 
more of the parties changing their views in order to be resolved, i.e. social change. The 
underlying assumption of participatory approaches is that "effective social change 
depends on the commitment and understanding of those involved in the change process" 
(Allen 2001, p.3.10). Gardner (2001) proposes a strategic, dialogue-driven and inclusive 
approach to stakeholder management aimed at positioning and building agency 
reputation, and achieving balanced financial, social and environmental outcomes. 

2.3 Critical Analysis of Relevant Research 

2.3.1 Participatory approaches lo environmental management planning 

For reasons discussed in the previous section, attempts to more realistically represent the 
collage of hwnan interests embedded within any given landscape (rather than just values 
rationally dictated by natural sciences) have led to increasing public participation and 
incorporation of multiple stakeholder objectives in environmental planning processes. In 
recent years, much research has focused on public participation in environmental planning 
(e.g. Hobbs et aL1993, Stocker 1996, Baker 1997, Frost & Metcalf 1999, Eden & 
Ackennan 1998, Nickell & Horwitz 2000, Robertson et al2000, Hjortso in press), and the 
effects of public participation in decision-making processes have been increasingly studied 
and recognised (e.g. Caddy & Vergez 2001). These benefits are summarised by Pelletier et 
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al. (1999) as: improved knowledge base for policy design (e.g. Robertson et a/.2000); 
increased likelihood of stakeholder compliance and support (Eden & Ackerman 1998, 
Luz 2000); and strengthened democracy and legitimacy of decisions reached. 

Researchers have also identified some of the pitfalls associated with public participation, 
including: contention, co-option and manipulation, and stalemate Qohnson & Campbell, 
1999), as well as reinforcement of unequal power relations (Swanson 2001) and inhibition 
of activities which threaten the status quo despite potential group benefits (Coleman 1990, 
Putnam 1995, Salamon et al1998). Swanson (2001), in his study on the effects of direct 
local participation on rural policy in the USA, notes that despite strong recent trends to 
celebrate community there are perils associated with localism. In particular, he notes that 
"the much-idealized American community of the past may have been democratic for the 
local male property owner of European ancestry, but it was not inclusive nor democratic 
for the majority of workers, women and minority citizens" (Swanson 2001, p.6). Swanson 
(2001) argues that inclusive locality-based programs can reinforce local economies1 cultural 
patterns of racism and elite control. 

Despite increasing public participation in environmental planning (see e.g. in: Wondolleck 
et al. 1996, Solberg and lvfina 1997, Hinchcliffe et al. 1999, Kay & Alder 1999, Allen 2001, 
Daniels & Walker 2001, Jackson 2002), methodologies used to engage the public in 
natural resource management decision-making in the Western world have often focussed 
on disseminating information, public hearings and conferences, and use of advisory 
groups. The more genuinely participative methods that make use of consensus building, 
collaborative decision-making, and conflict management are relatively rare and little 
studied (Hjortso in press), despite the social and economic implications of environmental 
management decisions (Funtowicz & Ra.vetz 1994, WHO 1997, Neller 2000) and 
widespread use of participatory methods in other fields such as international development 
and health care research. 

2.3.2 Participation in Co,71mm1icatio11.r and Interpretation Planning 

Many ecologists now recognise the need to inform the general public and decision-makers 
of their scientific findings (Bazzaz el al.1998, Lubchenco 1998), and good communications 
and education programs have long been recognised as essential to environmental 
management in countries like Australia, where vast areas are regulated by small numbers 
of agency staff (CALM 2001). This is because in areas where enforcement presence and 
management resources are low, protection of conservation values can only be brought 
about through responsible and cooperative public behaviour, pubEc support for 
management decisions and wide-spread appreciation for natural valuc:s. However, with 
the public being invited to have a more active role in environmental planning, 
communications are now more than ever a critical component of environmental 
management. This is because when undertaking participatory planning, a public which is 
well-infonned about envi,..onmental issues is clearly preferable to one which is ill­
informed. 

Interpretation is a form of communications that is widely acknowledged as having a 
central role in conservation and environmental management (Earthlines Consortium 
1999, CALM 2001, Staiff and Bushell 2002), despite some concerns about its effectiveness 
as a management tool (Orams 1996, Figgis 1999). Most members of the Australia..ri and 
New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC) Group of Agencies, 
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for example, consider interpretation and education to be a core function in their 
operations (Earthlines Consortium 1999). There are numerous definitions of 
interpretation. The one provided by Interpretation Austtalia (2003) describes 
interpretation as " ... a means of communicating ideas and feelings which enrich people's 
understanding and appreciation of their world and their role within it." 

The definition outlined by CALM's Interpretation Unit is focused on the relevance of 
interpretation to the park visitor. 

Interpretation is the craft of enriching visitor experience. It is an interactive 
process involving the visitor, the medium and resource, which creates memorable 
and personal experiences which motivate people to greater understanding and 
care of the environment being interpreted, as well as an appreciation of the effort 
required to protect and sustain the environment. Interpretation helps visitors to 
develop knowledge, skills, attitudes/values and appropriate actions. (CALM 1988) 

Some. of the benefits of interpretation have been outlined in the Best Practice in Park 
Inte,PrelatiOn and Educatio11 report to the ANZECC Working Group on National Park and 
Protected Area Management (Earthlines Consortium 1999), and in CALM's Vi.ritor 
lnte,pretatiim Manual (CALM 1988). For visitors, these documents identify the benefits as: 

• improved awareness as personal needs for information and explanation are met; 

• increased appreciation and understanding of the site being visited; 

• better understanding of what to expect during their visit; 

• enhanced experience and enjoyment; and 

• improved ability to make choices for a safe, enjoyable and minimal impact experience 
in the area. 

For the protected area and its managers the benefits are summarised as: 

• improved protection of natural and cultural resources and reduced need for 
enforcement and rescue as visitors are educated about issues and appropriate 
behaviouts; 

• enhanced image and reputation of the heritage site and its managers; 

• increased understanding and support for management decisions; 

• greater conununity ownership of area and involvement in conservation activities; 

• increased funding for conservation and management activity; 

• more sympathetic management of neighbouring properties; and 

• environmentally aware citizens who value the area's natural and cultural heritage. 
{CALM 1988; Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage 1998, 
Earthlines Consortium 1999) 

As is apparent from these outlined benefits and the way in which CALM (1988) dr.fines 
interpretation, interpretation in Australian parks and protected areas has traditionally 
focused on the benefits it can bring to protected area management and to park visitors. 
Consideration of the socio-economic benefits interpretation can potentially bring to local 
communities in which protected areas are embedded is absent in the above points, and 
the role of the community is relegated to that of compliance with park management 
objectives and helping with conservation activity. This perspective whereby the 
community's influence and role in protected areas is limited to that of either visitor or 
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helper is a consequence of the historic origins of patks and protected areas. The notion 
of protected areas as panaceas for conservation arose in the 191h century. Yellowstone 
National Park, established in 1872, was one of the first protected areas. The US Anny 
drove the Crow and Shoshone inhabitants out of the area to create the park (Morrison 
1993 cited in Pimbert & Pretty 1995), and established a management policy which 
protected the park from local community use, reserving the area solely for use by tourists 
and visitors (Pimbert & Pretty 1995). Yellowstone has since served as a model for 
national parks around the globe. Protected areas now cover almost 8 million square 
kilometres in 169 countries (Pimbert & Pretty 1995), and have resulted in displacement, 
resettlement and loss of livelihood for millions of people. Protection of areas from 
human interference has long been viewed by many scientists and policy makers as having 
a pivotal role in conservation (e.g. Figgis 2002). However, the ccncept of pristine 
"wilderness" devoid of people is a Western mythology because it !<UI~ to acknowledge that 
virtually every landscape on earth, with the exception of Antarctica, has a long history of 
human use and modification. It is also a concept fraught with imperialism because it fails 
to value the ubiquitous and endemic human components of these landscapes. 

Because of this failure to acknowledge that landscapes both shape and have been shaped 
by the people living there (Crang 1998), and because traditional interpretive planning 
operates within a Western scientific and positivist paradigm, interpretation in parks and 
other areas of conservation significance has typically focused on environmental messages 
informed by the natural sciences. Historic facts relating to both indigenous and non­
indigenous peoples are also used to a lesser degree in parks interpretation; however, 
indigenous peoples are often presented in their pre-settlement form as a 'dead' culture 
with little reference to their contemporary society (Leader-Elliott 2003), and non­
indigenous history is often presented from the perspective of the white pioneering male 
with little reference to ethnic minorities, women and children. 

However, an increasing number of authors and environmental management agencies have 
identified the need to discard the traditional approach to interpretation in favour of a 
f!lnltipk na,ralives framework, which accounts for the multiple cultural meanings of a 
landscape (Hall & McArthur 1996, NPWS 1998, Staiff & Bushell 2002). Incorporation of 
multiple meanings and cultural perspectives into park interpretation raises the question of 
who decides on matters regarding interpretive content, and who is best placed to plan and 
deliver such interpretation (Staiff & Bushell, 2002). These questions point to a 
community consultation process, whereby the people whose culture and place is the 
subject of interpretation have a say in what is interpreted and how (Leader-Elliott 2003). 
Byrne et al (2001) recommend a heritage assessment process that involves community 
members in detetmining the whole range of heritage values relevant to a particular place 
or landscape. 

The need to involve community in devising multiple narratives, however, appears to have 
had limited real-world penetration in the arena of interpretation for parks and protected 
areas, as many influential publications pertaining to interpretive planning (e.g. Veverka 
1994, Beck and Cable 1998, Knudson el al 1999) do not identify community consultation 
or participation as a component of interpretive planning or detennining interpretive 
content 

14 



The Planningfor Interpretation and Vi.ritor Expen'ence guide prepared for the US National Parks 
Service (Harpers Ferry Center 1998) notes that history can be narrated from multiple 
perspectives. It suggests that consideration of different points of view is essential to 
ensuring interpretation remains "relevant and contemporary." According to the guide, 
one way of deciding what is worth interpreting or "knowing'' is to apply Freeman Ttlden's 
principle of relating interpretation to vi.ritor'.r experiences (Tilden 1957) by asking: 

... how did today's society develop? What are the hwnan roles in the 'natural 
world'? What in our past holds meaning for us individually? as children? as 
women? as men? as Americans? as American Indians? as descendents of 
immigtants or of the enslaved? as laborers? as business owners? (Harpers Fetty 
Centcr1998, p.31) 

Yet despite recognising the importance of different perspectives and the role of humans 
in nature, nowhere does the guide broach the topic of community consultation or 
participation in determining content for interpretation. Rather the guide vaguely suggests 
that content be developed by the interpretive specialist applying sound scholarship and 
research methodology. Likewise, the National Park Seroice Interpretation and Education 
Guideline (Department of the Interior National Park Service 2000) states that Long Range 
Interpretive Plans are to be prepared by parks staff and "park partners/ conununity'' with 
the help of a facilitator skilled in interpretive planning, but makes no further mention of 
conununity except to acknowledge the role of partnerships with friends groups, 
cooperating associations, and schools in the delivery of interpretive services. 

The apparent exclusion of formal conununity consultation from interpretive planning 
ptocesses is not isolated to the USA. ANZECC's Best Pmctices in Park lntc,pretation and 
Education (E2rthlines Consortiwn 1999), identifies involvement of conununity in defining 
broad organisational goals for interpretation as 'best practice'. This report confinns that 
some Australian/New Zealand agencies actively seek stakeholder ?.nd community input 
during interpretive planning process to ascertain community values, needs and interests in 
relation to interpretation (Earthlines Consortium 1999). It also specifically identifies the 
following as benefits associated with public participation: 

• increased quality of decisions- by providing further sources of expertise and 
information, identifying different perceptions, and by considering the 
concerns of all affected/interested parties. 

• improved credibility. 

• planning focused on issues of co1TIC1unity concern. 

• increased productivity through reduction in frequency of acute adversarial 
situations. 

• increased ease of implementation- through higher levels of commitment to a 
decision by interest groups with a stake in the decision. 

• increased awareness and understanding of the agency's business. 

• meeting corporate obligations/requirements for public consultation. 
(Melboume Water 1994 cited in Earthlines Consortium 1999, p. 23) 

However, the interpretive planning model outlined in Best Practices in Park Interpretation and 
Education (Earthlines Consortium 1999) does not identify a role for community in 
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developing interpretive objectives or in formulating messages and developing interpretive 
content. 

Certainly some level of informal stakeholder consultation is employed by many if not 
most interpretive practitioners as part of their normal research routines, despite its 
absence as a major step in many interpretive planning models. In addition, community 
input is often sought on draft or conceptual interpretive products. : ,Jonetheless, a clearly 
identifiable and demonstrably 'jmt' community consultation process is often overlooked 
as a tool for determining interpretive content early in the interpretive planning process. 

In the United Kingdom, however, a number of interpretive planning methodologies have 
been devised that overtly acknowledge the importance of community involvement. This 
may be tied to the fact that unlike Australia, Canada and many other countries the UK has 
not followed the US model of protected area management whereby parks are viewed as 
wilderness, largely devoid of human influence except that of 'visitor' (Miller 2003). Rather 
the UK model has adopted the notion of countryside, where hwnan endeavour is allowed 
to continue within protected landscapes as it long has (lv[iller 2003). 

For example, A Sense o/ Place: Inte,pretive Planning Havdbook (Carter 1997) nl)tes that the 
"relationships between people and the place they live is often crucial to the messii.ge itself' 
(Carter 1997, p.17), and devotes an entire chapter to ''working with others." Wlul.t! A 
Sense of Place acknowledges that working with communities can be frustrating and difficult, 
it also outlines the benefits of working with communities as: 

• Local people will have some collective ownership of the plan, and will support 
it rather than oppose it. 

• The plan and its outcomes will be more sustainable. People will be more 
interested in seeing that the work is continued and developed. 

• Interpretation can benefit from the vast amount oflocal knowledge and skills 
which exist. (Carter 1997, p.17) 

In terms of interpretive content, A Sense of Place (p.22) notes that if interpretation is to 
" ... capture the character of a place, it's worth getting the opinions of those who live 
there." 'This handbook provides some general suggestions for working with community 
groups in terms of consultation, workshop ideas and setting up of planning groups. 

Llkewise, the Inte,pretalion and Ieformation Stmlel!J far the S11ssex Downs (Sussex Downs 
Conservation Board 1997, p.13) outlines an interpretive planning methodology that aims 
to "involve communities in decisions about what is to be interpreted." They recommend 
a workshop with key players, including community members, to brainstorm management 
issues and ideas for themes and projects, and recommend community involvement 
through the entire planning process. 

While numerous studies have examined the effectiveness of various interpretive 
techniques (eg. Ham 1992, Moscardo 1996, Orams 1996, CALM: 1998), the content being 
interpreted has received less attention (McArthur 1998, Uzzell & Ballantyne 1998, Staiff & 
Bushell, 2002). As part of their analysis of the assumptions underpinning interpretive 
approaches in protected areas, Staiff and Bushell (2002) compared interpretive content 
and products at the Minnamurra Rainforest Centre in NSW before and after a multiple 
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nami.1.ives approach was adopted. They found that interpretive products and programs at 
the centre now embrace a multiplicity of cultural meanings and concerns (Staiff and 
Bushell 2002). However, they did not examine the legitimacy of the decision-making 
process that led to content and product recommendations, nor did they look at the 
implications of that process in terms of environmental management, conservation, or the 
broader array of stakeholder interests, thoughts and feelings that the products are meant 
to represent. At present, there is little research examining the outcomes of participatory 
and multiple narrative approaches to interpretive planning, particulatly from the 
perspective of the various stakeholders in a landscape. 

In addition, although interpretive planning guidelines originating from the United 
Kingdom have outlined methods for engaging communities, they have focused on group 
methods such as workshops. Application of these processes becomes difficult in volatile, 
polarised communities, where locals distrust and resist working with government agencies. 
At present, methods and strategies for engaging disenfranchised communities 1n 

participatory interpretive pfanning have not been documented in the literature. 

2.4 Summary 

There is an increasing demand for public participation in government decision-making, 
particularly in relation to environmental management. Rationale for moving towards 
increased public involvement in planning processes ir,cludes ethical concerns related to: 
levels of participation and the strength and legitimacy of planning decisions; attempts by 
scientists to influence public opinion with one-way, persuasive communication; and the 
failure of the Western paradigm of protected area management to acknowledge the 
historic and ongoing interconnections between humans and landscapes. From a 
managerial perspective, participation is important because successful delivery of strategy 
or change is dependent on the inclusion of those who have the power to influence 
strategy implementation in the strategy-making process. 

Some of the benefits of participation outlined in the literature include: stakeholder 
compliance and support for management decisions; wider knowledge base for decision­
making; and improved quality, legitimacy and local relevancy of decisions made. The 
literature also identifies some pitfalls associated with participation, including co-option, 
manipulation and stalemate. Although public participation in environmental planning is 
increasing, genuinely participative processes that make use of collaborative decision­
making are rare and little studied. Nor have the effects of such processes been adequately 
examined from the perspectives of participants involved in collaborative environmental 
planning. These benefits and pitfalls form a loose conceptual .framework that setved as a 
starting point for this investigation, by shaping some of the questions asked of 
stakeholders during the study. 

Notions of participation have seen limited carry over into interpretive planning, despite 
recognition of the need to ethically address multiple narratives in contemporary 
interpretative planning. This is particularly the case in countries such as Australia, where 
the US model of protected area management has been adopted. In the UK, however, 
where the notion of countryside enables human endeavour to continue in areas of 
consetvation significance, participation has a recognised role in interpretive planning. 
Nonetheless, at present the outcomes of participatory approaches to interpretive planning, 
particularly from the perspective of participants, have been poorly studied and the 
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implications of such approaches to wid~r concerns relating to environmental management 
and ecosystem health ate mostly undocumentt:d. In addition, there ate no existing 
participatory interpretive planning methodologies that identify strategies for engaging 
communities where the politics ate problematic. 

This study helps to fill these knowledge gaps by: documenting a methodology used to 
conduct a participatory interpretive planning exercise with a polarised conununity; testing 
for the emergence of participatory benefits and pitfalls as documented by the literature; 
examining the outcomes of the planning process from the perspective stakeholder 
participants; analysing the ethical and practical implications of these outcomes with 
respect to generating knowledge and developing multiple narratives for interpretation; 
and examining the ramifications of participatory interpretive planning in relation to 
environmental management and notions of ecosystem health. 
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

'The management of complex nat11ral [JS!e,;Js as if th:1 were simple scientijic exen:ise/ 'pas bro11ght 11s to 
011r present mixture of triumph and peril" · 

-J. Ravetz 

3.1 Introduction 

As with most action research projects, this study began with considerable fuzziness about 
questions and method. In the absence of a tested, suitable methodology to guidf' the 
intetpretive planning process, the researcher borrowed key components from existing 
interpretive and communications planning models, and reworked them where necessary 
to accommodate stakeholder participation. From this, a loose and tentative planning 
framework was created, which was then allowed to evolve, change and solidify with input 
and direction from participating stakeholders, as per an action research approach. The 
methods used to engage stakeholders and reflect on the study results also evolved as the 
project progressed. This chapter provides a rationale for the study methodology and 
presents a retrospective outline of the data collection methods and study design used in 
the project. 

3.2 Rationale 

3.2.1 Pamdi,?111 

This study operates from both positivist and interpretivist philosophies. Positivists 
typically asswne that reality is objectively given, and can be described, studied and 
understood. Positivist studies generally attempt to test theory in an attempt to increase 
the predictive understanding of phenomena. For this study, a participatory approach to 
an intetpretive planning exercise is tested to detennine whether general outcomes 
commonly reported in the participatory literature emerge. These include stakeholder 
compliance and support, wider knowledge base for decision-making, improved legitimacy 
and local relevancy of decisions made, and, in the case of the negative: co-option, 
manipulation and stalemate. 

However, the study is also approached to a smaller extent from an interpreti.vist paradigm. 
Interpretivists describe how phenomena are experienced by the people dlvolved with 
them. An interpretive researcher assumes that there are multiple re?Jities and wants to 
understand phenomena through the meanings that others assign to them. Interpretive 
studies do not predefine dependent and independent variables, but focus instead on the 
complexity of human meanings as situations emerge {Kaplan and Maxwell 1994). In this 
case, the phenomena that emerge from a participatory interpretive planning process are 
described from the perspectives of participants involved in the planning processes. 
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3.2.2 Methodalogy 

3.2.2.1 Q11alitalive Approach 

Qualitative research methods seek to "describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to 
tenns with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring 
phenomena in the social world ... qualitative methods represent a mix1.ure of the rational, 
serendipitous, and intuitive in which the personal experiences of the organisational 
researcher are often key events to be understood and analysed as data" (Van Maanen, 
1983, p.9). Qualitative methods make use of language to understand people and their 
social and cultural contexts (r-..:fycrs 1997); types of qualitative data include interviews, 
documents, and participant observation data. 

A qualitative research methodology was adopted for this study because its aim was to 
achieve an in-depth understanding of a social process within the context of a real-life 
situation, and from the perspective of people involved in the process. As such, the 
research questions posed by this study can only be answered using a qualitative approach. 
Qualitative research methods can be used to help understand people and their social and 
cultural contexts, which are largely lost when data are qua:o.tified (Kaplan and Maxwell, 
1994). Such methods are also particularly useful in real-life, or "natural" settings (e.g. 
Lincoln & Guba 1985), such as the one in which this investigation is set. In addition, 
qualitative investigations are often free from predetermined questions and theories, a 
useful characteristic for this case, which aims to describe outcomes emerging from a 
particular situation which has been largely uninvestigated in the fields of interpretive 
planning and environmental management. 

).2.2.2 Action Reseorrh 

Action research is a qualitative social research approach which has the dual objectives of 
action and research: action to stimulate change in a community or organisation, and 
research to increase understanding of the system under study (Dick 1993). In particular, 
it examines "how hwnan beings design and implement action in relation to one another" 
(Allen 2001, p.3). Action research is a science of practice with an emphasis on practical 
problems: it provides a flexible framework for formalising the natural learning process by 
building on experience (Allen 2001 ), and applying that learning to catalyse change (Dick 
1993). Because of this action research is well suited for practitioners who wish to 
incorporate research into their day-to-day work with commufr.ties or organisations (Dick 
1993). Action research also tends to be conducted in collaboration with non-researcher 
participants (Small 1995), i.e. it is participatory. Zuber-Skerritt's (1992, p.15) CR.ASP 
definition of action research summarises action research as: "Critical collaborative 
enquiry by Reflective practitioners, who are Accountable in making the results of their 
enquiry public, Self-evaluative of their practice, and engaged in Participative problem 
solving and continuing professional development." 

Although it docs not have any prescribed methodology, according to Zuber-Skerritt 
(1991) action research is characterised as having four major phases: plan, act, observe and 
reflect, with the reflection stage searching for both confinning and disconfirming 
evidence. These phases typically follow at least one iterative (or Si)iral) cycle, as illustrated 
in Figure 4.1. With each cycle, understanding of the system under investigation is refined 
(Dick 1993). A unique aspect of action research is that the research questions, study 
design, and methods typically change as new knowledge and understanding emerge 

20 



through reflection (Small 1995). As such, action researchers must be "methodologically 
eclectic" (Small 1995, p.943). 

Action Research Cycle 1 

Problem Diagnosis 

Planning 

Action 

Evaluation 

Action Research Cycle 2 

Problem Diagnosis 

Planning 

Action 

Evaluation 

---=~,::,::::_·------~--~ 
Existing Assumptions, 
values, mental models 

ffl®l;t•ib®:•W.l[i•MGlk· ..... 
New knoo!edge. 
assumptions, 
gu!di ng values 

Re-examined, renewed, 
re\iised assumptions 

Figure 3.1. Action research cycles (adapted from Damme 1998 cited in Allen 
2001). 

Because it is flexible and reflexive, action research is useful for investigating problems in 
complex social systems. Quantitative science has difficulty describing such systems 
because of they have 'soft' boundaries and multiple incliscrete variables. Swepsom (1995) 
effectively summarises this difference between scientific method and action research as 
follows: 

Scientific method makes the value choice to pursue generalisable knowledge 
rather than situation specific knowledge, i.e. to pursue external validity at the 
expense, if necessary, of internal validity. Therefore, it chooses problems where it 
is possible to extract meaningful relationships between discrete variables ... 

... Action research makes the value choice of pursuing situation specific knowledge 
rather than generalisable knowledge, i.e. it will trade off external validity for 
internal validity, if necessary. Therefore, it is generally applied to complex, social 
situations which are a complex set of relationships between indiscrete variables 
and it is not possible to choose which variables are crucial. 

Another feature of action research is that, contrary to the case in quantitative studies, 
action researchers do not strive to be objective, value neutral observers, separated from 
the community under observation by their 'expert' status (Susman & Evered 1978). In 
action research studies the relationship between the researcher and the community (i.e. 
stakeholders) is critical, with the researcher taking on an interventionist role as an active, 
invested participant working to change how people perceive and operate in their worlds 
(Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987). Action researchers choose to solve problems that 
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contribute to general knowledge and also bring about positive social change ( e.g. healthy 
communities, environmentally sound management, etc.) (Allen 2001). 

Action research often has an agenda of empowerment and emancipation. Unlike 
positivist science which aims for prediction through induction and deduction, action 
research emphasises possibility and learning' (Susman and Evered 1978). Action research 
is intended to benefit the community or organisation under study; thus the lmowledge and 
understanding it generates are made accessible to those being studied as well as to the 
scientific/ research community. Using an appreciative mode of inquiry in action research 
can result in evolution of the normative vision and will of the group, organization, or 
society under investigation (Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987) and " ... contribute to people 
realising their values-envisaging a preferred future and organizing effectively to achieve it" 
(Elden & Chisholm 1993 cited in Allen 2001, p.127). It is a research approach designed 
to foster innovation in social and organisational systems (Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987). 
In other words, it is generative. 

These points and others which contrast the differences between mainstream science and 
action research are outlined in Table 3.1. 

' 

Table 3.1: Comparisons of positivist (mainstream) science and action research 
(source: Susman & Evered 1978). 

Points of comparison Positivist science Aciion research 
Value position 

Time perspective 

Relationship with units 

Treatment of units 
studied 

Language for describing 
units 

Basis for assuming 
existence of units 

Epistemological aims 

Criteria for confim1ation 

Basis for eneralization 

Methods are value neutral 

Observation of the present 

Detached spectator, client system members 
are objects to study 

Cases are of interest only as 
representatives of populations 

Denotative, observational 

Exist independently of humans 

Induction and deduction 

Logical consistency, prediction and control 

Broad, universal and free of context 

Methods develop social systems and release 
human potential 

Obse1Vation of the present plus interpretation of 
the present from knowledge of the pas~ 
conceptualisation of more desirable futures 

Client system members are self~reflective subjects 
Vlith whom to collaborate 

Cases can be sufficient sources of knowledge 

Connotative, metaphorical 

Human artefacts for human purposes 

Conjecturing, creating settings for !earning and 
modelling of behaviour 

Evaluating whether actions produce intended 
consequences 

Narrow situational and bound b context 

Although authors continue to debate whether or not action research is a science ( e.g. 
Susman & Evered 1978, Checkland 1981, Argyris et a!.1985), the action research paradigm 
has been accepted as a valid research method in applied fields such as organisational 
development, international development and education. Its application is also gtO\ving in 

2 Contemporary positivist science has, however, moved forward in recent decades, as indicated by initiatives such as the 
Nlillennium Project (see: www.millenniumassessment.org). This project synthesises scientific information with 
knowledge held by the private sector, practitioners, local communities and indigenous peoples to predict the effects of 
ecological change on human well-being, and to assist policy-makers in global, regional and local decision-making. 
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the fields of community development, environmental management, and information 
systems. 

The primary aim of this study was to examine the types of outcomes generated by a 
communications and interpretive planning approach that incorporates stakeholder 
inclusion models, participatory research methods, and ecosystem health principles, and 
the implications of these outcomes in relation to interpretive planning and environmental 
management. Action research was selected as the research paradigm for this study for a 
number of reasons. Firstly, it is a flexible approach that lends itself to achieving action in 
work or commlllllty situations. In this case, the researcher was able to use action research 
as an opportunity to incorporate critical evaluation into her regular employment, which 
specifically involved developing a communications and interpretation plan for the 
SBWHA in consultation with stakeholders. 

Secondly, action research is participatory. This is consistent with the policy commitment 
the client for this project (CALM) has made to increasing public participation, and to the 
terms of the researcher's contract with CALM, which dictated that interpretive planning 
be carried out in consultation with the lccal community. In addition, a participatory 
approach to interpretive planning in the SBWHA is a clear way to answer the ethical 
questions raised by Leader-Elliott (2003) and Staiff and Bushell (2002) with respect to 
who detennines what is to be interpreted and whose voices should be heard. These 
questions are particularly relevant to interpretive planning in the SBWHA, where there are 
multiple stakeholders (including minority groups), multiple tenures, and ongoing issues 
over World Heritage listing and associated resource control. Participation is also 
acknowledged as an agent for increasing srakeholder support for strategy implementation, 
an essential quality given the usual lack of community support for CALM projects in 
Shark Bay. 

1hitdly, action research is generative and change oriented, and therefore suited to 
stimulating social innovation. A major aim of this project was to stimulate those who live, 
work, or othenvise have a stake in Shark Bay to collaboratively develop a mutual vision 
for presenting Shark Bay to the rest of the world, and to use communications associated 
with the World Heritage Area to derive social, environmental, economic and corporate 
benefit. 

Finally, because action research pursues situation-specific knowledge, it can be applied to 
complex social situations. This is essential given the complexity and volatility of issues 
associated with World Heriragc listing in Shark Bay, and the wide range of stakeholder 
interests and land tenures that needed to be addressed in communications and interpretive 
planning for the area. Thus, action research was useful as a convergent approach for 
bringing together diverse perspectives and biological, social and economic knowledge into 
a common values platform. 

3.2.2.3 Delphi Techniqne 

The participatory process has the potential to be perilous. Johnson and Campbell (1999, 
p.2), in their study on public participation in landscape planning in the USA's Pacific 
Northwest, note that participatory processes are fraught with "deep contention, disparate 
values, and dangers of co-option, power plays, manipulation, and stalemate- the constant 
challenges faced in any attempt at pluralistic democracy." 
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Clearly, the more deeply divided and politically polarised the stakeholders, the more 
difficult it will be to achieve some level of consensus in the participatory planning process. 
One of the problems of soliciting opinions from people in the face-to-face group 
tneetings that are often used in participatory process, is that some people tend to 
dominate discussion and others are often reluctant to voice their opinion at all. In 
practice, what may seem to emerge as a group consensus may be merely the views of one 
or more people--often those with dominant personalities--who have more strongly voiced 
their case, rather than a g(';nuine reflection of what the group as a whole believe. 

Thus the notion of 'procedural justice' (Dubaut & Walker 1975) is an important 
consideration when engaging stakeholders. People involved in decision-making are not 
only concerned with the outcomes of decision-making processes, but also \vith the 
fairness of those processes (Folger & Konovsky 1989; McFarlin & Sweeney 1992), in 
tenns of having a voice, being listened to, and having influence over final outcomes (Eden 
and Ackennan, 1998). The benefits of employing procedural justice are demonstrated by 
studies which shuw that people have greater ctnotional commitment to decisions when 
they perceive the processes used to arrive at those decisions to be fair (Korsgaard cl 

aL1995). In cases where dominant personalities may skew parcicipatory outcomes, the 
decision-making process can be designed to be fairer by reducing the role social-skills play 
in carving out opportunities to contribute, and by having anonymous contributions, so 
that the value of contributions is not linked to the positions or perceived alignments of 
those who proposed them (Eden & Ackerman 1998). 

In the case of this study, the participato1y process had to be designed to overcome the 
interpersonal dynamics between a deeply divided and politically polacised group of 
stakeholders, while at the same time identifying conunon values, tapping into collectively 
held expertise and information, and fostering cross~sectorial understanding. For these 
reasons, the Delphi technique was adopted as a data collection method for this study. 

The Delphi technique is a group consensus method devised to overcome the 'halo' or 
'bandwagon' effect resulting from group dynamics. The method was originally developed 
to identify goals, reveal group values, and establish priority on the basis of pooled 
judgement (Dalkey 1969, Delbecq 1975, Helmer 1966, Moore 1987). Participants are 
asked to respond to questions and instructions without coming into face-to-face contact 
with each other. Panel participants are not identified to each other during the course of 
the study, and conunents of the panellists arc always included anonymously in each stage 
of the inquiry. Such process eliminates all interpersonal dynamics that tend to exist in 
face*to-face group decision making and allows respondents to change their mind or put 
forward challenging views. The system does not mean everyone has to agree -- it merely 
locates the majority as indicated by the median. 

Because the Delphi technique reveals areas of both agreement and disagreement, it is well­
suited for this study. The technique can identify aspirations and objectives commonly 
held by a diverse group of stakeholders, in addition to outlying opinions and areas of 
potential conflict which must be addressed by the planning process. 

There are disadvantages to using a Delphi technique, as outlined by Scriven (1991): 
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