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ABSTRACT

This PhD research examines the influence of social norms on the
management of native vegetation in Indigo Valley, a small rural
community in North-east Victoria. I used a qualitative interpretivist
approach to explore the influence of government intervention and the
interaction between farming and non-farming landholders within a
case study area. Forty three in-depth, semi-structured interviews with
landholders (n=36) and key informants (n=7) were the principal
method of data collection. A grounded theory approach to thematic
analysis and coding based on an initial exploratory framework led to
an emergent focus on social norms. The concept of social norms
became an underlying theme throughout the research interviews and
the central framework for theoretical sampling of the interview data.
The initial aim of this research was to explore the inter-relationships
between demographic change and past NRM investment (public and
private), as influences on the condition of native vegetation on private
land. To explore the relative importance of factors which may have
led to change in native vegetation condition a case study area was
chosen. The assumptions were that increasing property turnover and
a decline in farming as a full-time occupation are having an impact on
the way native vegetation was managed on private land. It was
further assumed that much of the change in native vegetation extent
and condition could be attributed to government investment in
programs aimed at protecting and enhancing native vegetation.
There has been considerable academic interest in the adoption of
sustainable resource management practices from a behavioural
perspective, particularly in relation to the activities of communitybased natural resource management (NRM) groups such as
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Landcare. These groups are said to be generating new forms of
social capital via networks of relationships between individuals and
other agencies but the understanding of how social capital facilitates
social learning and builds community capacity to address
environmental problems is not always clear. It seems that because of
the focus on networks, the norms component of social capital has
been given little attention in the NRM literature; the social norms
framework used in this research addresses this knowledge gap.
I found that well established farming norms (such as keeping the land
‘tidy’ and weed-free) are influencing newcomers to the area. New
norms and practices (such as tree planting) have emerged as a
result of government investment in Landcare. Although the
community is changing, there is no apparent decrease in the level of
social trust and neighbourliness between new residents and old. This
is a positive finding given that the stock of social capital in rural
communities is likely to be a key factor in determining the success or
failure of future investment in community based NRM. In identifying
some of the norms operating within Indigo Valley, their development,
their operation and their impact on native vegetation management I
have clarified the role of social norms in a small, fairly cohesive,
place-based community. This is original research in the context of the
broader literature on NRM and addresses knowledge gaps in
research on social capital and community based NRM. The social
norms framework has proven useful for a broader consideration of
the relationship between NRM programs, NRM outcomes and
demographic change in rural amenity areas. This addresses another
applied research knowledge gap linking policy with outcomes. I
suggest that a better understanding of the cognitive dimension of
social capital within different community contexts will lead to the
development of more effective policy and implementation for
biodiversity conservation.
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Chapter

1

INTRODUCTION
A feature of a complex system is the phenomenon of retrospective
coherence in which the current state of affairs always makes logical sense
but only when we look backwards
Snowden, 2002: 106

1.1

BACKGROUND

Clearing of native vegetation in Australia has resulted in land
degradation and loss of biodiversity. The continuing decline in the
condition of remnants, fragmentation and clearing of regrowth, lack of
recruitment in cleared areas, diminishing seed supplies and
dwindling gene pools are issues of concern, and large scale habitat
restoration is required to offset the effects of past clearing (Cork et al.
2006). Despite concerns by scientists and managers there is
evidence that improvement in the condition (extent and quality) of
native vegetation is also occurring (Smith, 2008; Grant, 2008;
Geddes et al. 2011; Lunt et al. 2010).
Since more than two thirds of Australia is managed by private
landholders, and in some regions as much as 80-95% of the land is
privately owned (Fitzsimons & Westcott, 2001), private landholder
management practices (collectively) have a large impact on the
environment. In Victoria only 5% of private land retains its natural
bushland cover (Fitzsimons & Westcott, 2001 citing Woodgate &
Black, 1988; Bennett, 1995) whereas an average of 30-35% native
vegetation cover is thought necessary to maintain biodiversity in
woodland regions in southern Australia (Radford et al. 2004).
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Australia’s public reserve system is a long way from being
comprehensive, adequate and representative with most biodiversity
existing on private land outside of reserves (Lindenmayer, 2007).
Comprehensive environmental protection will therefore not be
achieved without the active engagement of private landholders in
conservation efforts (Dunbabin & Dunbabin, 2008).
Biodiversity protection on private land however, can be controversial
and difficult to achieve. Conservation can impose limits on resource
use and decrease the existing productivity of the land (Doremus,
2003). Many communities in rural areas are struggling to maintain
economic and social viability and individual landholders cannot
always afford to manage the land more sustainably, even where
there is a desire to do so (Dibden et al. 2005). The issue of who
should pay for biodiversity conservation on private land is
contentious and the application of a legal duty of care for the
environment is a recent and as yet incomplete development; there is
still a gap between what a landholder is legally obliged to do and
what is expected in terms of ecologically sustainable land
management (Young et al. 2003). The extent and quality of native
vegetation is critical for maintaining and increasing biodiversity but
few landholders undertake revegetation activity with this as their
primary intention (Ive, 2008).
In an effort to redress biodiversity loss there has been substantial
government investment in Natural Resource Management (NRM)
programs to raise awareness and understanding of native vegetation
management issues (Curtis et al. 2001). Various policy options,
including education, economic incentives and regulation have been
applied (Young et al.1996). A number of initiatives have been
specifically designed to fund biodiversity conservation and more
sustainable agriculture, most notably the National Landcare Program
(NLP) initiated in 1989, which aimed to develop and support a
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national network of self-help community Landcare1 groups (Lockie,
1998). This was followed by the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT),
Australia’s largest ever environmental spending program that is also
associated with the move towards a regional approach to NRM
governance (Crowley, 2001; Hajkowicz, 2009).
Government programs are not the only potential influence on
landscape management as substantial demographic change is
occurring throughout rural Australia. Curtis & Mendham (2010)
predict that up to 50 percent of rural properties will change ownership
in the next decade, creating a new cohort of landholders that may
have different values and land management behaviours (Curtis et al.
2006; Mendham & Curtis, 2010). Various authors (Argent, 2002;
Barr, 2003; Holmes, 2006) have explored aspects of the trend to
multifunctional landscapes and the associated in-migration of lifestyle
property owners. There is little doubt that increasing property
turnover and the move away from farming as a full-time occupation
will have an impact on the way native vegetation is managed. It is
possible for instance that remnant protection and regeneration rather
than active revegetation (for production purposes) will become
dominant pathways for native vegetation change in amenity areas.
Linking changes in the management practices of private landholders
to government investment in various programs is difficult, given that
landholder actions are the end result of complex processes involving
internal and external motivations in unique contexts. Where multiple
interventions have been applied over time (and this is usually the
case) it is a challenge to tease out their respective influence: effects
take time to become apparent, are frequently incremental and
cumulative, and may be interacting in ways which are difficult to
identify or predict (Dwyer et al. 1993; Bellamy & Johnson, 2000;

1

Landcare in Australia is a government sponsored community self-help program designed
to reconcile production and conservation goals (Curtis & De Lacy, 1996; Holmes, 2006)
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Mitchell et al. 2007; Lefroy, 2008). The challenge for this research
was to find a way of seeking connections between various forms of
investment and landholder behaviour in a rural community
characterised by a mix of farming and non-farming rural land
ownership.
Previous research on mechanisms for changing landholder
behaviour has emphasised the role of human and social capital,
particularly in relation to community based NRM groups such as
Landcare (Sobels et al. 2001; Fien & Skoien, 2002; Rydin & Holman,
2004; Webb & Cary, 2005; Curtis et al. 2008). Community-based
NRM organisations are thought to be generating new forms of social
capital via more or less dense networks of relationships between
individuals and groups (Onyx & Bullen, 2000; Pretty & Ward, 2001).
These connections build community capacity to address
environmental problems and facilitate social learning (Falk &
Kilpatrick 2000; Schusler et al. 2003; Pretty & Smith, 2004; Tonts,
2005). However the emphasis on networks seems to have diverted
attention away from the norms component of social capital. This is a
major oversight given that the powerful influence of norms is well
established in the social sciences and more recently in the disciplines
of law and behavioural economics (McAdams, 1997; Schultz et al.
2008). Ensminger & Knight (1997) in particular, observed that there
have been few efforts to combine theoretical explanations of social
norm change with case study research.
My study focuses on social norms2 and their influence on landholder
behaviour. This research will make a significant contribution to the
NRM literature. To the best of my knowledge no one has previously
attempted to combine theoretical explanations of social norm change
with empirical data in an Australian context. This research will also
provide a new perspective on the way in which past investment in

2

Social norms, discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, are informal rules based on shared
beliefs about the right way to behave in specific contexts.
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various policy instruments has influenced the condition of native
vegetation; being unable to gauge the effectiveness of investment in
particular interventions is a recognised weakness of public resource
management programs (Mitchell et al. 2007; Smith, 2008; Lefroy,
2008).

1.2

RESEARCH AIMS & ASSUMPTIONS

The questions guiding this research are:
1.

How have social norms directly and indirectly influenced the
management of native vegetation on private land?

2.

What role has government investment in Landcare had in
maintaining or establishing social norms?

3.

How might social interactions between the farming community
and lifestyle residents be influencing, and influenced by, local
social norms?

The focus on social norms was arrived at via an initial exploratory
framework. My doctoral research was funded by Landscape Logic,3 a
large collaborative research project with regional (Victoria and
Tasmania), university, CSIRO4 and government partners. The
primary purpose of Landscape Logic was to establish links between
management actions and natural resource condition, and to improve
the decision making process for effective and efficient environmental
management. Consistent with the aims of Landscape Logic my initial
project focus was on exploring the inter-relationships between
demographic change and past NRM investment (public and private)
as influences on the condition of native vegetation on private land.

3

Landscape Logic is a research hub, funded by the Australian Government Department of
Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA) through the Commonwealth
Environment Research Facility (CERF) program.
4
Commonwealth Scientific & Industrial Research Organisation (Australia)
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The assumptions underpinning this research were that increasing
property turnover and the move away from farming is having an
impact on the way native vegetation is managed on private land; that
this trend is likely to continue with implications for future government
NRM investment in amenity locations in Australia; that the extent and
condition of change in native vegetation can be greatly attributed to
government investment through a range of policy instruments aimed
at protecting and enhancing native vegetation; that it should be
possible, using a case study approach, to explore the relative
importance of factors which have led to change in native vegetation
condition over time.
My principal aim during the exploratory phase of the research
[Figure 1.1, Stages 1 & 2] was to clarify the nature of change in
native vegetation condition on private land. Where was it occurring?
Was it due to revegetation or regeneration? Was change the
outcome of active or passive intervention? If active was it publicly or
privately funded? What type of landholder was responsible? What
might be the future trajectories for change? I wanted to know how
much change was driven by investment and whether or not change
might be the unplanned outcome of other social factors. The
exploratory phase identified the phenomenon of interest and
indicated that a particular case would be studied within a general
interpretive framework. Causal explanation would be necessary to
establish a relationship between quantifiable vegetation change and
the mechanisms which led to that change.
A common feature of qualitative studies is that research questions
are revised during the research process, sometimes moving from
fairly broad to more narrowly focussed questions (Minichiello, 2000).
The exploratory phase of the research (approximately 18 months)
revealed that social norms were influencing land management; and
an additional review of literature indicated that norms were a little
studied topic in the wider field of NRM. A social norms perspective

6

‘GETTING STARTED’
Research Design and Context

STAGE 1

Consultation with
supervisors and
agency personnel to
Review of the literature
decide upon a case
across multiple
study area
disciplines
Familiarisation
Writing the research
with methodology
proposal & obtaining
& methods
ethics approval
First draft of
literature
Development of an
review
exploratory
framework

Chapter

4

‘DOING’ THE RESEARCH
Field-work, Data Collection, Analysis
Conducting the
interviews: indepth, face to
face

Setting up the research
interviews: information
sheet, interview guide,
locating the participants

STAGE 2

Analysis of
qualitative data:
coding, theoretical
sampling

Learning to use
NVivo software

Collection of secondary data
and mapping of vegetation
extent

STAGE 3

Deciding upon social norms as the
central analytical concept. Review
of the social norms literature and
formulation of the research
questions. More interviews

‘PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER’
Key findings and Conclusions
Writing the thesis; creating a
coherent, well written and
logical flow of words that will
make a significant contribution
to the NRM literature

Writing and submission of
journal article: “Social Norms in
a changing rural community”.
Article published (JEPP Dec
2010)

Figure 1.1

Stages in the research process
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appealed as a novel way to explore the complex mix of factors
influencing landholder management of native vegetation.
Social norms are unwritten codes of behaviour and they were not
explicitly talked about in any of the interviews, nor did I specifically
question interviewees on this topic. Rather, norms were an
underlying theme in the data and later the central organising concept
for data analysis. Accordingly the research questions were
developed to reflect this focus.

1.3

RESEARCH APPROACH

Familiarising myself with qualitative research methodology was an
important aspect of Stage 1 [Figure 1.1], and completely new territory
for me. It was clear from the start that qualitative methods would be
the most appropriate choice for exploratory research on a topic not
well studied; in this case social change over a period of time due to
NRM investment and/or demographic change. It also became evident
that I would be using qualitative methods to explore causality. From a
realist perspective (Patton, 2002; Maxwell, 2004) this involves
specific understanding of a particular case based on a general
interpretive framework. The aim is to account for events by searching
for a social process or a mechanism underlying observed behaviours
that can provide insight into the phenomenon of interest (Patton,
2002). This is the approach that was decided upon for this research.
To establish a relationship between change in native vegetation
condition on private land and the reasons for the change I needed to
account for the change rather than simply document it (Patton,
2002). The research needed to be based in a particular context
because this sort of understanding can only be gained from in-depth
knowledge of the specific circumstances surrounding the events.
Data collection needed to be carried out at the property scale
because this is where the changes of interest were occurring.
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North-eastern Victoria was selected as the study area for a number
of reasons: it was a practical choice for fieldwork given my home
location in southern New South Wales; rural areas in this part of
Australia are experiencing demographic change, resulting in a
patchwork of valuable agricultural land and desirable lifestyle
properties; there has been substantial government NRM investment
in the north-east, and a long history of Landcare in the area. Field
observations indicated that both revegetation and regeneration have
increased the extent of native vegetation on rural properties in northeastern Victoria in recent decades [Figures 1.2 and 1.3]. The scale of
regeneration in particular is not generally acknowledged and
warranted further investigation given the impact this change might
have on future landscapes.
One-on-one interviews appeared to be the best means of gaining an
in-depth understanding of landholder’s experiences, values and
behaviours. Additional interviews with key informants would provide a
different perspective on government investment programs and a
broader view of vegetation and social change over time.
Over a period of about eight months during 2008-2009 I conducted
36 interviews with landholders and seven with agency staff. The
interviews were taped and transcribed and data analysis was carried
out concurrently with data collection. NVivo software was used to
manage, shape and make sense of the data. Once social norms
were identified as being the unifying explanatory theme the data
were theoretically sampled for any information relating to norms.
This was stage 2 of the research process [Figure 1.1]

1.4

OVERVIEW OF THESIS STRUCTURE

Chapter 2 reviews the literature considered relevant to this study.
Natural resource management issues more generally, and policy and
NRM in Australia specifically were the logical starting point for
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Figure 1.2

Revegetation project, Indigo Valley

Figure 1.3

Regeneration on former grazing land, Indigo Valley
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research concerning the management of native vegetation on private
land; then an overview of the phenomenon of demographic change.
These first two topics provide the necessary framework for an
exploration of the relative roles of NRM investment and demographic
change as influences on the current state of native vegetation on
private land. The third section looks at factors influencing landholder
behaviour and the adoption of sustainable land management
practices. Finally the social norms literature is covered in some detail
as this is the principal focus of this research.
Chapter 3 covers the design of the study: research methodology,
data collection, analysis and interpretation. I have been selective
rather than comprehensive in dealing with issues I judged to be
particularly relevant to my project; and so there are longer sections
on reality and causality, case studies, interviews, transcription, and
the analysis of qualitative data. There are shorter sections on some
of the theoretical issues associated with qualitative research,
research paradigms and research ethics; topics less specific to this
particular project but nonetheless important aspects of the research
design process.
Chapter 4 provides a contextual overview of the research setting at
both the regional and local scales. The selection criteria for the
choice of the case study are explained. The case study area is
described, with sections on the social and physical landscape,
landholder types, government NRM investment in the area and
vegetation change. The overview provides a basis for understanding
landholder actions within a particular community, within which
established social networks and interactions, local history, and the
physical nature of the landscape are an important influence on
individual behaviour.
The key findings of the study are outlined in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.
The social norms research questions listed in Section 1.2 provide the
basic structure for these chapters, although at times it was difficult to
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delineate which findings should go where. In each chapter the
evidence is presented and interpreted from a social norms
perspective and with reference to the social norms literature.
Chapter 8 discusses the results of this study in the context of the
wider literature on social capital and NRM, critically comparing and
contrasting my approach and key findings to that of other
researchers.
The final chapter summarises the key findings, reflects on the
research process and considers the implications of the research for
behaviour-based policy interventions. Strategies for applying an
understanding of norms to NRM policy and practice are included as
well as some suggestions for future research.
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Chapter

2

LITERATURE REVIEW
Originality cannot exist without reference to an established core of
knowledge
McNeil, 1999: 318

2.1

INTRODUCTION

The knowledge base required for interdisciplinary research is not
always clear at the start of a project and so I read extensively on
community and natural resource management (NRM), human
behaviour, integration across disciplines, the role of social science
research in the field of NRM, land-use history, policy and policy
instruments, program evaluation and vegetation condition. The
revised formulation of the research questions made some of the early
literature review redundant and required additional reading on social
capital and social norms; this was accomplished during stage II
[Figure 1.1] of the research.
The review is presented in four sections. The obvious starting point
was some understanding of NRM issues and the policy context for
government NRM investment in Australia. Landcare has been (and
still is) an important program, particularly from a social research
perspective, thus it is given special attention. Next I examine
demographic and socioeconomic change, both in Australia and
overseas, establishing the broader social context in which rural
landholders operate, including the transition from productivism to
multifunctional landscapes. Rural amenity landscapes in Australia
are described here, as these are the particular context for this study.
The third section samples the vast literature on environment and
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behaviour, moving from research on individual characteristics, to
behavioural studies based on social psychology models. Research
on landholder adoption of recommended practices is included in this
section. Finally the social norms literature is covered in some detail;
norms are defined, their influence in areas of relevance to this project
(self-identity and group norms) is explained; and their relationship to
social capital clarified.

2.2

NRM ISSUES & POLICY

This section is broad in scope, beginning with some general
characteristics of environmental problems, which are essentially
‘wicked’ social planning problems as described by Rittel & Webber
(1973). The discussion then narrows to NRM in Australia, similar in
many respects to that in other westernised countries, perhaps
because our culture and institutions are similar (Pannell, 2007). On
the other hand the Australian experience with Landcare is very
different, as is our regional approach to NRM governance. The subsection on policy instruments looks briefly at the range of
mechanisms for achieving biodiversity conservation on private land,
followed by an overview of Landcare, a hugely successful
government program in Australia. Familiarity with this latter topic was
especially relevant when I later considered the implications of my
research findings for future policy and intervention.
2.2.1 The nature of environmental problems
Addressing complex environmental problems requires commitment
and effort from government, agencies, public and private institutions,
communities and individual landholders (Dovers & Wild River, 2003).
Environmental management involves large spatial scales, multiple
interacting drivers of change, non-linear processes with unknown
thresholds of change, decision making with imperfect scientific
knowledge and the consideration of many legitimate perspectives
(Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993; Curtis & Lefroy, 2010). Particularly
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problematic is the challenge of evaluating environmental outcomes
(as opposed to outputs) which are often “poorly specified, based on
untested assumptions, and either not measured or unmeasurable”
(Curtis & Lefroy, 2010: 8).
The element of uncertainty associated with decision making was a
recurring theme in the management literature as exemplified by
biodiversity loss due to species extinction. There is no possibility of
being able to understand the impacts of our actions on species that
have not yet been identified, and of the 10-15% of species that we do
know about (SoEAC, 1996) few are well understood (Lowe, 2003). It
is therefore difficult to provide unequivocal scientific evidence to
support decision making. Uncertainty and lack of knowledge make it
difficult to integrate policy and science on NRM issues; policy
generally requires information from scientists that cannot be provided
due to short time frames, lack of agreed scientific opinion and a
reluctance to oversimplify (Ewing et al. 2000; Briggs, 2006). This
situation can be used as an excuse for inaction, with decision makers
able to argue that the experts are divided and more study is needed
(Lowe, 2003; Suter, 2007).
In some cases the need to act results in policy decisions being made
with incomplete or conflicting information and no certainty that
desired outcomes will be achieved. Many of today’s environmental
problems are the result of practices that were promoted in the past
and adopted with the best of intentions. For instance tree clearing
resulted in rising water tables and salinisation; and excessive use of
superphosphate fertiliser has led to the problem of soil acidity
(Vanclay, 2004). In some circumstances the best course of action
may be to do nothing (until more is known), especially where the
costs may outweigh the potential benefits (Barr & Cary, 1992; Cary et
al. 2001).
Another difficulty with integrating policy and science is the context in
which scientific research is being done. Research agenda’s,
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particularly in the case of applied research, are often driven by
outside agencies, with funding priorities and the interpretation of
scientific data influenced by factors unrelated to the science
(Pritchard, 1999). Although science is meant to inform public policy
there have been cases where scientifically valid research
recommendations, supported by public opinion, have been
disregarded for political reasons (Dustin & Schneider, 2004).
Another common theme in the NRM literature was the importance of
time: insufficient time to gather all the facts, or weigh up alternative
options before the need to act; and long time lags between policy
implementation and observable outcomes before the next solution
comes along. Scientific research also takes time, and it is often
several decades before the outcomes of changes in management
practices are evident. Policies tend not to be implemented over long
periods due to changing political and budgetary priorities, and so
there is a mismatch between short-term economic and financial
issues and the need to ensure that the environment is protected in
the long term (Ehrlich & Daily, 1993; Micheal, 2003).
Although it is generally acknowledged that the degree of uncertainty
is large and that complex systems are hard to understand, let alone
manage, most scientists agree that we do have enough knowledge to
manage the environment in a more sustainable way (Ehrlich & Daily,
1993; Lindenmayer, 2007). In Australia the failure to do so has been
attributed to a lack of political will to make the environment a higher
priority (Dovers, 1995). Stop-start policy, populism and short-term
resourcing (Dovers, 2003), failure to make private landholder more
accountable (Mitchell et al. 2007) and insufficient follow-up on policy
once it has been implemented, mean that policy instruments are not
nearly as effective as they could be if ‘policy learning’ was an integral
part of the decision making process (Dovers, 1993; Lefroy, 2008).
Australia’s track record on policy monitoring is poor with little
evidence of learning from past mistakes (Ludwig et al. 1993; Dovers,
1995, 2003; Lindenmayer, 2007, 2008).
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2.2.2 Policy instruments
Policy, in this context, is a course of action proposed to achieve
certain biodiversity objectives, and policy instruments are the means
of translating aims into action via a process of implementation. Policy
options ideally should be effective, efficient and appropriate. They
should be designed and implemented so as to incorporate learning
from past successes and failures, and they need to consider future
effects (which are far from certain). Appropriateness should take into
account political and social barriers, cost, issues of equity and
enforceability, what needs to be communicated and to whom
(Doremus, 2003; Dovers, 2003a). Effectiveness is harder to measure
and difficult to predict but involves consideration of efficiency,
flexibility (over time and across different contexts), longevity (shortterm versus long term benefits) and purpose (mitigation or
prevention). Policy should also be fair, fairness being the distributive
effects of the various strategies for conserving biodiversity. Costs can
be imposed on either those responsible for the problem or on those
who benefit from the solution; often involving a judgement about the
relative importance of private rights versus public good. Short-term
policy thinking often ignores the distributional aspects of failing to
prevent environmental degradation which will increase the burden for
future generations, especially the poor (Hamilton, 1996).
It is generally acknowledged that changing individual beliefs and
attitudes is not the key to changing behaviour (Curtis & De Lacy,
1996; Dahlstrand & Biel, 1997; Curtis & Robertson, 2003; Burton,
2004). It is also recognised that ‘command and control’ approaches
are not adequately protecting natural resources (Holling & Meefe,
1996; Lockwood & Walpole, 2000; Qureshi & Harrison, 2002;
Doremus, 2003) and that landholders are concerned about loss of
autonomy and control over their properties (Shogren et al. 2003;
Jackson-Smith et al. 2005). Legislation and financial incentives have
their place in the suite of policy tools but, as summarised by John et
al. (2009: 362):
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There is a limit to which regulatory and fiscal incentives can be used to
shape civic behaviour: the public would not accept the level of intervention
that is needed to affect large-scale change across numerous policy areas.
The optimal approach to achieving biodiversity outcomes is to use a
mix of policy instruments (Young et al. 1996; Stern, 2000; Lockwood
et al. 2002; Chaudri, 2003; Doremus, 2003; Shogren et al. 2003). In
the same way that an investment portfolio reduces the risk of
financial loss, a portfolio of policy instruments can minimise the risk
of biodiversity loss (Doremus, 2003). A mix of policy instruments
decreases the uncertainty associated with incomplete knowledge
about species and ecosystem functioning, reducing reliance on a
single strategy which may have adverse affects or be less than
effective in achieving conservation goals. In addition to overcoming
the deficiencies of a single policy instrument a mix of strategies may
give rise to synergies that increase the chance of success.
According to Stern (1999) there is strong evidence that incentives
and information are together more effective than the sum of the two
interventions. Individuals respond in different (and not always
predictable) ways to various policy instruments. Therefore a range of
policy options is more likely to improve adoption (of recommended
practices) and the uptake of financial incentives, increasing the odds
of implementing the right intervention in the right place (Lockwood et
al. 2002; Chaudri, 2003; Crase & Maybery, 2004). The bottom line is
how to generate the best outcomes for the least cost (financial and
otherwise) in as broad a context as possible.
2.2.3 Policy and NRM in Australia
Australia is in a unique position to be a world leader in ecological
sustainability in that it is a single nation country with a high level of
wealth and education (Lindenmeyer, 2007). Australia also has a lot to
lose; its flora and fauna are classified as ‘mega diverse’ which means
that we have ecosystems of exceptional variety and uniqueness
18

(Young et al. 1996). To give an example, scientists have identified 85
bioregions and 354 subregions within Australia, which have distinctly
different climate, landforms geology, flora and fauna (Lindenmayer,
2007). Even within regions there is enough diversity to make broad
brush policy solutions to issues problematic (Curtis et al. 2001). The
uniqueness of the Australian environment also means that
knowledge of how to manage it must be developed here rather than
imported from overseas, where the issues and the environment are
often very different to our own (Bammer et al. 2005).
NRM within Australia has changed significantly over the last 30-40
years. During the 1970’s worldwide organisations like Friends of the
Earth and Greenpeace began to influence the Australian public, and
the conservation movement became more inclusive of the
environment beyond just wilderness areas (Mulligan, 2001). During
the 1980’s there were a number of “acrimonious and politically
difficult environmental disputes” which involved lengthy campaigns,
extensive media coverage and broad public support (Hamilton,
2003:117). Changing public attitudes, greater recognition of
environmental problems and mass media reporting of them has put
the environment higher on the political agenda. In more recent years
there has been a definite shift in policy emphasis (here and
overseas) away from maximum utilisation of the land for primary
production towards the provision of environmental services (Mather
et al. 2006).
Environmental policy is becoming more inclusive of perspectives
from the social sciences (Fisher, 2000; Dovers & Wild River, 2003;
Paton et al. 2004; Grove-White, 2005; Roughley & Salt, 2005), and
communities are participating in resource management issues, with
public participation reflecting a global trend away from government
and toward governance (Harrington et al. 2008). Adaptive
governance (learning by experience, monitoring and evaluating
policies and incentives and adjusting them accordingly) is slowly
being put into practice (Dovers & Wild River, 2003; Brierley et al.
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2006; Ladson, 2009) although Lefroy (2008: 255) identified the
continual failure to “close the adaptive management loop” with proper
monitoring and evaluation as an ongoing weakness of policy
intervention.
In discussing the evolution of Australia’s natural resource
management programs over the last 20 years Hajkowicz (2009)
identified three phases of national investment, each of which
represents a paradigm shift in government thinking. Phase 1 was
raising awareness and changing attitudes, and the National Landcare
Programme (NLP) was the mechanism for achieving this change by
means of voluntary participation in government supported Landcare
groups. Phase 2 was building new institutional capacity with a move
towards formal institutions for regional NRM under a new program
called the National Heritage Trust (NHT). This $2.5 billion program
was the largest environmental spending program in Australia’s
history (Crowley, 2001) in response to an acknowledged need for
large-scale on-ground work (Paton et al. 2004). It involved the
establishment of a nationwide institutional framework for regional
catchment management, through which a substantial proportion of
NHT funding has been delivered to regional community groups
(Ewing, 2003). Phase 3 saw the introduction of market-based
instruments (MBI), involving direct payments to landholders for the
provision of environmental services (Young et al. 2003; Hajkowicz,
2009). During this phase the NLP and NHT programs were
amalgamated into a new $ 2.25 billion Caring for our Country
program which incorporates an Environmental Stewardship package,
building on the success of previously trialled auction style MBIs
(Hajkowicz, 2009).
An alternative take on the evolution of NRM programs in Australia is
that of Curtis & Lefroy (2010). They see publicly funded resource
management as having two phases spanning a much longer period
of time. The threat (or problem)-based approach to NRM has been a
series of campaigns against specific threats to agricultural
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production, commencing in 1936 with the formation of state-based
soil conservation organisations. The shortcomings of this approach
include failure to apply interventions at the appropriate scale, given
the size of Australia, the extent of the problems, and a focus on
symptoms rather than causes (Curtis & Lefroy, 2010). In an effort to
invest limited public funds more strategically, government has since
moved to an asset-based approach whereby investment is
channelled into high priority assets such as iconic sites or particular
vegetation types. A criticism of this approach is that it is not enough
to protect particular assets in isolation of the broader social and
ecological context in which they exist. Curtis & Lefroy (2010) argue
that engaging with landholders to build human and social capital is
critical to solving wicked problems. They also make the point that
NRM is being practised in modified environments and that preEuropean condition should not be the goal in many cases.
The move to regional NRM in Australia is a relatively recent
approach to addressing environmental issues at a more manageable
spatial scale (Paton et al. 2004; Green, 2006). This has involved the
devolution of financial resources and responsibility for the
development and implementation of NRM programs to regional
bodies (Wallington et al. 2008) and increased community
participation in decision making (Broderick, 2005). Environmental
funds from the Federal government are delivered via the state
agency to the regions which are responsible for integrated catchment
management at a local level, in partnership with local government,
Landcare groups, industry and indigenous communities (Ewing,
2003; Pannell et al. 2007, Robins & Dovers, 2007a).
Institutional and governance arrangements have become
increasingly complex due to rapid and frequent changes associated
with catchment management bodies and their naming,
responsibilities, reporting, statutory powers and so on (Bammer et al.
2005; Pannell et al. 2007; Ryan et al. 2010). There are currently 56
regional bodies and community-based boards that vary in form and
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function across the eight states and territories with constitutional
power over NRM in Australia (Robins & Dovers, 2007b).
Regional NRM bodies in Victoria, the state in which this research
was conducted, are known as Catchment Management Authorities
(CMAs). There are 10 CMAs across the state although this number
may be reduced by mergers in the near future. Each CMA reports to
the environment minister via a board that consists of between 5 and
8 persons with various types of relevant expertise, half of whom must
have primary production as their principal occupation (Pannell et al.
2007).
The Victorian CMA boards are responsible for signing off on regional
catchment strategies and catchment investment plans (Robins &
Dovers, 2007a). Implementation committees oversee the delivery of
on-ground work (Robins & Dovers, 2007a). The Department of
Sustainability and the Environment (DSE), the state agency, provides
governance, resources and guidance (Robins & Dovers, 2007a).
2.2.4 Native vegetation management and change
As already stated, major funding for NRM in Australia is currently
delivered via regional organisations, variously known as Catchment
Management Authorities (CMAs), regional NRM boards or catchment
committees; the titles vary from state to state. Under the current
arrangements resource condition targets are set out within strategic
plans, and annual reports document the evaluation of progress
against outputs and outcomes. Targets for native vegetation typically
aim to maintain or improve the extent of coverage of all vegetation
types with no net loss, and to improve the quality of existing
vegetation. Other targets are more specific; for example the
Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority aims to:
“Increase the cover of all endangered and applicable vulnerable
ecological vegetation classes to at least 15% of their pre-European
vegetation cover by 2030” (GBCMA Annual Report 2005-06, p43).
22

Park & Alexander (2005) comment that the biodiversity targets
outlined in the North Central CMA catchment strategy are a hybrid of
aspirational goals based on available scientific knowledge and goals
which they hope are acceptable to the community within the region.
The setting of resource condition targets and monitoring progress
towards them involves a high level of uncertainty. Targets should be
based on the best available scientific, economic and social
information but it is difficult to integrate knowledge from different
disciplines, and key information may be lacking, especially at the
local scale (Mitchell, 2007; NLWRA, 2002). There can be long time
lags between an action and a measurable outcome, and progress
may not be linear. A further complication in terms of measuring
improvements in vegetation condition is that satellite imagery is not
yet a reliable means of measuring progress and it is difficult to detect
small scale change which might indicate that progress is being made.
At ground level assessing condition is also problematic; the
processes that determine the viability of native plant populations are
complex and it is difficult to come up with a set of metrics that truly
reflect the functionality of native vegetation for biodiversity
conservation. Is condition more important than extent, are threatened
ecological vegetation classes and species more important than
widespread and common species, should connectivity be the goal?
More understanding of the way in which vegetation responds to
change may enable identification of points of leverage whereby longterm population persistence can be improved (Broadhurst & Young,
2007).
Current literature indicates that the long-term impact of structural and
social change on NRM is as yet unknown. The benefits of NRM
interventions may not manifest for decades (or generations) and in
the meantime land ownership and community values may change
significantly. More information is needed on the biophysical
consequences of land moving out of primary production (Potter &
Burney, 2002; Phillips et al. 2008; Geddes et al. 2011). Do invasive
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species thrive and endemic ones decline? Is regeneration improving
vegetation quality? What will be the impact of more vegetation in the
landscape and what are the future trajectories for vegetation
change? As Roe (1996:670) says: “we do not know much about
ecosystems even within existing management contexts let alone
future ones.”
2.2.5 Landcare
In Australia, the need to address complex resource management
problems has led to the development and application of a variety of
policy instruments. In particular there has been substantial
investment in community based NRM. Given the enormous
contribution that volunteers make to Australian society there is a
public policy imperative to invest in this sector. There was also the
assumption that voluntary approaches to NRM would partly
compensate for the lack of resources available to manage the
environment (ABS, 2007; Curtis et al. 2008).
Landcare began in the south-eastern mainland state of Victoria in
late 1986 as a government-initiated, state-wide, community-based
program to address environmental problems (Campbell, 1994; Youl
et al. 2006). The program was immediately successful and by 1990
there were about 70 groups in existence, some with part-time coordinators, who helped groups to identify issues, develop projects,
access training, and build links with other organisations (Youl et al.
2006).
In 1989 Landcare became a nationwide programme. It was initiated
in response to a draft proposal jointly developed by the National
Farmers Federation and the Australian Conservation Foundation.
The Hawke Labor government (with bipartisan support) committed
$340 million to fund its ‘Decade of Landcare,’ recognising the
potential of community to achieve widespread improvements in NRM
(Curtis et al. 2008). It was hoped that Landcare would engage rural
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landholders and produce a population of more informed, skilled and
adaptive managers of private land, more likely to adopt sustainable
land management practices. It was also assumed that a stewardship
ethic might develop whereby land managers would place a higher
value on the long-term health of the environment over short-term
economic gain (Curtis et al. 2008)
Landcare membership is voluntary and inclusive (i.e. anyone can
join). Landcare activities typically include meetings, field days and
farm walks, writing newsletters, preparing submissions for funding,
hosting tours, property and catchment planning and on-ground works
such as fencing, pest animal and weed control, seed collection and
tree planting (Curtis & De Lacy, 1996). Although most groups carry
out their activities on private land owned by community members,
work is also done on roadsides, reserves and public land at the
community or sub-catchment scale (Curtis et al. 2008).
Landcare has been a successful program in part because it has
managed to engage a wide cross-section of the rural population in
Australia. Victorian Landcare groups have engaged around 40% of
the rural property owners in their area as members; this goes way
beyond the 10-15% of landholders typically engaged in agricultural
extension programs (Curtis & Sample, 2010). This is important
because it is easier to influence people if they participate. By 1998
there were over 4000 community Landcare groups in Australia (Mues
et al. 1998). By 2004 there were over 700 Landcare-type groups in
Victoria with over 23,000 members and many more volunteers
(Curtis & Cooke, 2006). By 2006 there were an estimated 800
Landcare groups in rural Victoria, and 5,000 groups nationwide (Youl
et al. 2006).
Much has been made of the social impact of Landcare. As well as
raising awareness of land and water degradation issues, Landcare
has increased the level of human and social capital within
communities, building capacity to address local environmental issues
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(Sobels et al. 2001; Curtis et al. 2008). In common with other
community-based NRM groups, Landcare has fostered a sense of
community through greater interaction with other landholders and
with place (Carr, 2002; Broderick, 2005). Ewing (1997) conducted a
case study to evaluate the local practice of Landcare and was
informed by some of the respondents that prior to Landcare, with its
farm walks and field days, they knew very little about neighbouring
properties. Woodhill (1996) suggests that Landcare provided a
satisfying and hands-on outlet for peoples’ concern about the
environment.
Landcare groups are identical in many respects to the ‘communities
of practice’ described by the literature in the field of workplace
organisation (McDermott, 2000; Wenger, 2000). Essentially they are
important units of social learning that involve a convergent interplay
of competence (the collective knowledge of practice that represents
accumulated learning over time) and the experience of direct
participation via mutual engagement (Wenger, 2000). Active
participation is important in that it also involves constructing identities
in relation to these communities; participation then is also a form of
belonging (Wenger, 1999). Conceived in this way Landcare groups
are the ideal vehicle for social learning about land management. To
quote McDermott (2000), communities of practice “focus on practical
aspects of a practice, everyday problems, new tools, developments
in the field, things that work and don’t.” People participate because
there is value in belonging to the group and because advice and
praise from other landholders in the community is meaningful.
Given the phenomenal success of Landcare (and Landcare
networks) in drawing upon and establishing new social capital
(Sobels et al. 2001), Landcare was an obvious focus for this research
examining the role of social norms in NRM in changing rural
communities.
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2.3

DEMOGRAPHIC & SOCIOECONOMIC CHANGE

One of the underlying assumptions at the start of this study was that
improvements in native vegetation condition in north-eastern Victoria
might be attributable more to changes in property ownership than to
investment in government NRM programs. Understanding this
phenomenon and identifying knowledge gaps in this area was one of
the starting points for this research.
2.3.1 General Overview
Significant population (i.e. demographic) change has occurred, and is
occurring, in rural areas in Australia and overseas. Prior to 1970,
large cities experienced the majority share of national population
growth (Burnley & Murphy, 2004) and this continues to be the norm
in developing countries (Halfacree, 1994). In the mid 1970’s
however, there was a reversal of this trend in Western nations, with
non-metropolitan areas suddenly experiencing a ‘rural renaissance’
(Beyers & Nelson, 2000). This reversal of the downward trend in
population in rural areas was unexpected and generated a great deal
of research (Fuguitt, 1985; Champion, 1998). Although the reasons
for the shift away from cities are many and complex there is evidence
to suggest a different motivational basis for the process of counterurbanisation; reasons for migration are less likely to be economic
(employment related) and more likely to be the result of residential
preferences, amenity factors and anti-urban sentiments (Fuguitt,
1985; Halfacree, 1994; Marsden, 1999; Argent et al. 2007).
The characteristics of the population turnaround vary from country to
country (Burnley & Murphy, 2004) and opinions differ as to the
significance and persistence of this phenomenon (Walmsley, 1998;
Sant & Simons, 1993). According to Beyers & Nelson (2000) nonmetropolitan growth in the US slowed in the early 1980’s, converged
with metropolitan rates in the late 1980’s and increased again in the
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1990’s (Beyers & Nelson, 2000). Champion (1989) found that
population redistribution occurred along (down) the functional urban
hierarchy in Britain. Various Canadian researchers suggest that the
‘turnaround’ in Canada occurred only in some areas and for only a
short period of time (Dahms, 1995). Counter-urbanisation in Western
Europe apparently became less dominant in the early 1980’s, apart
from West Germany and Italy (Fielding, 1989) although Bossuet
(2006) states that migrations of city dwellers to the French
countryside have consistently increased since 1975. In Australia
there have also been fluctuations in the pace and volume of the
population turnaround (Burnley & Murphy, 2004) but generally
counter-urbanisation in Australia is a trend that has been quite stable
over a long period of time (Hugo & Bell, 1998; Walmsley et al. 1998)
The relative importance of various factors thought to be driving
population turnaround is also debated. Structural changes in the
economy, the relocation of employment and manufacturing away
from cities, faster economic growth in rural manufacturing and
service firms and the ability to commute longer distances on faster
public transport networks are variously cited as reasons for
demographic change in overseas countries (Champion, 1998; Beyers
& Nelson, 2000).
In Australia internal migration has more to do with amenity and
lifestyle factors than with employment (Curry et al. 2001; Tonts &
Greive, 2002; Argent et al. 2007). Overwhelmingly, research
indicates that movement away from the cities in recent decades is
mostly a matter of choice, although welfare led migration of lowincome households has also been documented (Larson, 1994; Hugo
& Bell, 1998).
The reasons people choose to move to rural areas and the
circumstances that allow them to do so, are a combination of ‘push’
and ‘pull’ factors which influence behaviour at an individual level, and
broader societal changes which are allowing greater flexibility in
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terms of combining work and lifestyle (Walmsley et al. 1998; Rudzitis,
1999; Beyers & Nelson, 2000; Bossuet, 2006). Changes in
agriculture and an ageing farm population have meant that farm land
has become available for purchase, and technological advances in
communication mean that people can work from home and in transit,
removing the need to live in close proximity to business or
employment (Burnley & Murphy, 2004; Barr, 2005). Higher levels of
education and disposable income in the urban middle classes and a
rise in the incidence of earlier retirement have increased the numbers
of ‘cashed up’ and ‘cashed out’ life-stylers and retirees who can
afford to relocate and telecommute, or invest in second homes or
investment properties (Curry et al. 2001). Urban ‘push’ factors such
as perceived levels of crime, racial tension, noise, congestion, and
pollution heighten the perception that life in rural areas will be better
(Rudzitis, 1999; Beyers & Nelson, 2000).
Landscape amenity has consistently been found to be the best
predictor or rural area population change. McGranahan (1999)
developed a natural amenities index using values such as climate,
topography and water area, and found that in non-metropolitan
counties in the USA the average 1970-96 population change was 1%
for counties low on the natural amenities index and 120% among
counties high on the index. Argent et al. (2007) characterised the
amenity complex for rural Australia, extending the range of indicators
to include some of the psychological aspects of amenity.
In Australia the population turnaround has been confined mainly to
the coastal zone of south-eastern Australia, peri-metropolitan areas,
smaller localities in coastal South and Western Australia and certain
inland rural districts of high amenity (Burnley & Murphy, 2004). In
other words the rural ‘rebound’ has been spatially concentrated in the
more scenic areas, especially those within commuting zones around
the major capital and regional cities. Conversely many inland farming
areas, particularly in low-amenity broad-acre cropping landscapes,
continue to experience rural out-migration due to falling employment
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opportunities, farm amalgamation, capital-intensive production, an
ageing population and less intergenerational property transfer (Curry
et al. 2001; Barr, 2003; Argent & Walmsley, 2008).
2.3.2 Rural transition
Irrespective of the purported reasons for migration away from cities,
the consequences of changing settlement patterns are increasingly
the focus of research, including my own. Many rural areas are no
longer the domain of full-time farmers engaged in intensive
agriculture in exclusively ‘production’ landscapes. Traditional farmers
and a rural population directly dependent on the land are being
‘diluted’ (Smailes, 2002) by the in-migration of different groups of
people (retirees, affluent professionals, environmentalists, alternative
life-stylers and investors) transforming rural areas into more diverse
economic, cultural and social landscapes. Rural areas are
increasingly providing goods and services to non-rural people; this
can be seen as a process of ‘commodification’ whereby attractive
features are ‘marketed’ to tourists and newcomers, and new
industries and investment cater to the increasing demand for
products and services. This can lead to economic growth and
prosperity but there is also the potential for overdevelopment, which
may destroy the very characteristics which give an area appeal
(Mitchell, 1998; Curry et al. 2001; Tonts & Greive, 2002; Phillips et al.
2008).
As is evident from the volume of literature on changing rural areas,
there has been much speculation about the nature of change and
future trajectories of modern agricultural and rural landscapes. Some
of this debate has revolved around concepts of ‘productive’ versus
‘post-productive’ agriculture’ and ‘multifunctionality’, important
theoretical frameworks that have been developed to describe and
explain the transition of agricultural areas from ‘production’ to
‘consumption’ landscapes (or a mix of the two). These concepts refer
primarily to agricultural regimes and much of the research in this area
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has been adopted from a political economy or policy perspective
which emphasizes exogenous forces of change (Wilson, 2001).
Population movement into rural areas has certainly been facilitated
by some of the big-picture changes associated with the move away
from productivist agriculture but the consequences of this process
are having a huge impact on the farming community and are also
instrumental in shaping new and more heterogeneous rural
landscapes. Halfacre & Boyle (1998:9) argue that “migration of
people to the more rural areas of the developed world… forms
perhaps the central dynamic in the creation of any post-productivist
countryside”.
Productivism refers to a period of farming from the post-war period
right up until the 1980’s, in which land was used for the intensive
production of agricultural commodities (mainly food). Replacing
traditional mixed farming, this type of agriculture was encouraged by
institutions, mostly government, whose primary aim was to increase
productivity using various policy instruments, including price
guarantees, strong financial support and security of property rights
(Wilson, 2001). It was a period characterised by increased
mechanisation, increased use of farm chemicals, and intensive land
clearing, with land degradation and loss of biodiversity the
unfortunate consequences of farm expansion and agricultural
intensification (Knickel, 1990).
Theories of rural post-productivism were developed in the UK in the
early 1990’s. Urban-rural migration, growing awareness of
environmental problems, changing attitudes to agriculture, and a deemphasizing of production relative to other policy objectives, marked
the beginning of a new era. This was characterised by a growing
emphasis on environmentally sustainable farming practices and
increasing heterogeneity in rural land use (Wilson, 2001; Argent,
2002; Mather et al. 2006). Marsden (1999) describes the evolution of
a ‘diverse consumption countryside’ creating rural areas that are less
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self-sufficient, less self-contained and more open to wider forces.
Change in environmental policy during the mid 1980’s is judged to be
a key ingredient of the shift towards post-productivism. Mather et al.
(2006) considered the magnitude of the change to post-productivism
(in the UK) in terms of policy and found the change to be ‘radical’,
representing a complete paradigm shift from material production to
environmental services.
The validity of post-productivism has been challenged. The term
post-productive implies that this new state will be the antithesis of
‘productive’ and that there will be an inevitable transition from one
state to another. Critics have questioned whether the concept has
applicability outside of the UK and Europe (Wilson, 2001; Argent,
2002; Smailes, 2002); and whether a shift in policy has also been
reflected in changing farming techniques and behaviour (Wilson,
2001; Burton & Wilson, 2006; Mather et al. 2006).
Evans et al. (2002) doubt that post-productivism is really a reversal of
the trends that dominated the productivist era (as the term implies);
they give evidence that ‘concentration’ and ‘specialization’ continue
unabated and assert that farming continues to be dominated by
production, even though the market and policy context have changed
dramatically. Argent (2002) found that Australian farm landscapes
are more the product of complex interactions between the
productivist ideals held by farmers and the growing environmental
regulation of farming. People living in inland agricultural areas must
maintain productivity to survive and are still strongly ‘productivist’
whilst landholders in other areas which might be considered ‘postproductive’ are more heavily influenced by issues associated with the
commodification of rurality (Argent, 2002; Tonts & Greive, 2002).
Unlike the UK, where migration into rural areas has been fairly
uniform and well-dispersed, Australia is increasingly divided into low
amenity dry farming and pastoral areas where out-migration is
continuing and production values still dominate, and high amenity
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consumption landscapes where demographic change will continue to
have an impact.
Multifunctionality is an alternative framework for examining change in
contemporary rural landscapes, and one which seems to be gaining
popularity, as evidenced by its increasing application to more recent
research (Bohnet et al. 2003; McCarthy, 2005; Cocklin et al. 2006;
Holmes, 2006; Wilson, 2008; Andersson et al. 2009). The trends
identified in work on post-productivism are reinterpreted as a shift
towards multifunctional landscapes. This concept has much broader
application in that it covers all types of rural land-use and recognizes
the continuing importance of commodity production in agricultural
areas. It also incorporates the range of spatial and social
differentiation in rural areas in countries like Australia, and
accommodates the idea that rural landscapes can simultaneously
provide a mix of agricultural production, environmental services and
amenity features.
Demographic change is both a consequence of global agricultural
restructuring and a cause, in that it is driving the shift towards more
environmentally sustainable agricultural practices and multifunctional
farming landscapes. Understanding the dimensions of postproductivism and multifunctionality are therefore an integral part of
the process of understanding demographic change and the
implications for natural resource management and biodiversity
conservation.
2.3.3 Australian amenity landscapes.
In Australia the transition towards multifunctional rural areas has led
to the formation of different types of landscapes according to the
relative importance of production versus consumption. Holmes
(2006) classifies different landscapes into seven ‘modes of
occupance’ which have different core attributes and resource use
trajectories. These categories include ‘productivist agricultural
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occupance’ (production values dominant), ‘rural amenity occupance’
(consumption values dominant), ‘small farm or pluriactive rural
occupance’ (mix of production and consumption values) and
‘conservation occupance’ (protection values emphasised). This
classification is similar in some respects to Barr’s (2002) division of
future agricultural landscapes into ‘traditional agricultural’, ‘amenity’
and ‘small farm based’. Barr (2005) later defined four social
landscapes for Victoria labelled ‘production’, ‘rural amenity’, ‘rural
transitional’ and ‘irrigation’. Holmes and Barr both discuss in some
detail the characteristics of the various landscapes [Figure 2.1] and
their research reinforces the increasing distinction between high and
low amenity areas in Australia. It is the high amenity landscapes that
are providing new challenges for natural resource management
including:
The fact that not much is known about the transformation of the
Australian farm landscape into a dormitory landscape (Barr et
al. 2005)
‘Business as usual’ approaches by NRM practitioners are
unlikely to effectively engage newer non-farming property
owners in multifunctional landscapes (Curtis & Mendham, 2011)
Increasing numbers of absentee landholders may be an issue in
some areas (less likelihood of commitment to, and involvement
in the local community) (Yung & Belsky, 2007; Curtis &
Mendham, 2011)
It is not always clear whether new rural migrants will help
maintain the attributes the attributes of rural landscapes or
conversely accelerate their transformation into something new
(Paquette & Domon, 2003)
Almost certainly amenity areas are moving towards a future where
farm productivity is no longer the main driver of land management
actions (Barr, 2005). Regional NRM will be more about sustainable
landscape management (as opposed to sustainable agriculture) with
social changes perhaps providing new opportunities for improved
biodiversity outcomes (Barr, 2003).
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New avenues for improving natural resource management and
biodiversity may stem from increasing demands for non-productivity
values from rural land, such as landscape amenity and ecosystem
services. Poorer uncleared land, and difficult-to-farm land on hill
slopes, is attractive to lifestyle landholders who value native
vegetation and don’t need to keep grazing animals. Newcomers may
oppose further development which might alter the aesthetic appeal of
the landscape in which they have chosen to live (Tonts & Greive,
2002).

Characteristics of Australian amenity landscapes

Located in the more accessible and attractive high rainfall areas on the margins of major
urban centres. Farm sizes are usually small but the availability off-farm income reduces
the pressure to expand.
Land prices have escalated meaning that farmers can no longer increase productivity by
purchasing more land. To remain viable they can intensify, lease land or obtain off-farm
work.
Intergenerational transfer of land is no longer the norm and subsequent generations of
farming families are likely to have different cultural expectations with regard to the land
and farming.
Farm incomes are generally lower in amenity than in production landscapes, but family
incomes are higher, tied to a higher component of off-farm income.
Lifestyle landholders are numerically significant and in some areas are the main
landholder group. Farmers are less likely to be the dominant influence.
The predominant industry is often beef production because this is less labour intensive
and can be managed in conjunction with off-farm work.
The mix of landholder types creates socially diverse landscapes with a mix of production,
consumption and protection values.
The average age of the farming community is increasing and the number of full-time
farmers is decreasing. Fewer young people choose to farm full-time. The younger
generation have alternative career paths due to higher levels of education.
Property turnover is rising. Within the next 20 years a large proportion of rural properties
will change ownership.

Source: Barr (2002: 2003: 2005) Holmes (2006)
Figure 2.1

Characteristics of Victorian amenity landscapes
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The relative affluence of many new rural residents means that they
can afford to protect and improve the land without the need to
maximise productivity. Younger, higher income, highly educated
people tend to be supportive of environmental protection programs
(Jones & Dunlap, 1992) and more recent research (Curtis &
Mendham, 2010) confirms that newer owners in rural areas have a
stronger conservation orientation than long-term farming residents;
newer landholders were more supportive of the concept of a
landholder duty of care for the environment, even where this would
impinge on private property rights. Jackson-Smith et al. (2005)
similarly found (in the United States) that older landholders with
moderate levels of education and income had strong views about
individual property rights whilst newer residents, less dependent on
income from the land, were more likely to think that ownership of land
comes with a responsibility to consider the impacts of their land
management decisions on society as a whole.
Although new owners in rural areas might be more conservation
minded they may not have the skills and knowledge, social networks,
and available time, to implement recommended land management
practices. In some areas newer owners are less likely to belong to
Landcare, the rural fire service and /or other commodity and industry
groups (Klepeis et al. 2009; Curtis & Mendham, 2010). Klepeis et al.
(2009) suggest that amenity landscapes have less social capital and
therefore less capacity to respond to regional-scale environmental
problems.
There are issues associated with a minimum subdivision size of 40
hectares in some amenity areas. This is no longer a viable size for
farming but is large enough that it needs to be actively managed so
as not to threaten the viability of the remaining farming population
(Barr, 2005); fences need to be maintained and pest plant and
animal control is an ongoing responsibility.
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Lifestyle owners are more likely to sell land when personal
circumstances change (Bohnet et al. 2003) and more rapid changes
of ownership may impact upon communities and land management
regimes; landholders who do not expect to remain in an area for the
longer term are less likely to be involved in, and committed to, the
local community and may not acquire the skills and local knowledge
of longer term residents.

2.4

ENVIRONMENT & BEHAVIOUR

Around 70% of the land in Australia is in private hands, therefore the
behaviour of individuals needs to be understood in order that policies
can be designed to promote and sustain pro-environmental
behaviour in cost-effective ways. Unfortunately human behaviour is
difficult to measure and predict and many factors influencing
behaviour are not able to be manipulated (eg. global markets, climate
change). The challenge is to identify the range of factors which most
influence individual landholder behaviour and which ones might be
the most amenable to change. ‘Good’ behaviours can be supported
and ‘undesirable’ behaviours can be targeted by NRM programs with
the aim of improving biodiversity outcomes.
2.4.1 Personal characteristics
Personality is a construct that refers to the characteristics or qualities
of an individual. An individual’s personality has a strong bearing on
the attitudes and beliefs that person holds and will therefore indirectly
influence land management behaviours (Emtage et al. 2007). An
Australian study of personality and landholder behaviour (Crase &
Maybery, 2004) found that two personality traits (‘openess’ and
‘agreeableness’) were related to the uptake of current recommended
practices (CRP) for remnant bush and revegetation. More ‘open’
individuals were more receptive to new ideas and therefore more
willing to adopt CRP. The level of ‘agreeableness’ on the other hand
was negatively correlated with CRP adoption; highly agreeable
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people with a tendency to defer to others were less likely to adopt
CRP. The best predictor of future behaviour was found to be past
behaviour.
Although personality is a pervasive underlying influence, it is not a
factor that can readily be altered. From a policy perspective
personality is not therefore a behavioural influence that can be
leveraged to produce change. The values and beliefs of an individual
and the attitudes an individual has towards the environment are
therefore of more practical interest, as these may change over time
and with circumstance (Dahlstrand & Biel, 1997; Stern, 2000; Lowe,
2006). Knowledge of these constructs can also inform strategies for
engaging with landholders.
2.4.2 Values, attitudes and beliefs
The literature on values, attitudes and beliefs is confusing and these
terms seemed to be used interchangeably by some authors.
Definitions are often vague, and theories abound with respect to the
development of these constructs, the factors which influence them,
their resistance to change and the degree to which they may be
altered by external factors. Theory has been developed within
different disciplines, and perspectives within disciplines, and then
applied to problems of environment and behaviour, so it is difficult to
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the various approaches.
Burton (2004) is critical of the use of behavioural approaches in the
fields of geography and agriculture due to a lack of theoretical
development and a failure to refer back to the original disciplines
such as social psychology, which are continually developing more
complex understandings of human behaviour.
A useful framework for understanding the relationship between
values, attitudes and beliefs is belief system theory (Rokeach, 1968;
Grube et al.1994). This posits that beliefs act as a guide for cognitive
and motivational processes, such as information processing and
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decision making, which then influence behaviour. Individuals might
not be aware of the ways in which beliefs influence behaviour
because belief systems and psychological processes are complex
and not always internally consistent. These beliefs are organised
along a continuum of relative importance. The more central a belief
the more it has implications and consequences for other beliefs.
Hence changing a central belief will have more of an impact on
behaviour than changing a less central one.
Within belief system theory, values and attitudes are considered
subsystems within the belief system framework described above.
Values are more deeply held or ‘central’ than attitudes and hence
more difficult to change. However, a value change, because it is
central, can lead to “widespread changes in functionally related
values, attitudes and behaviours” (Grube et al. 1994:155). Values are
single beliefs that transcend objects and situations and tend to be
fewer in number than other beliefs. Attitudes on the other hand are
the least central belief subsystem, are related to objects and
situations and can be numerous. For instance an individual may have
multiple ‘cognitive representations of attitudes’ if they identify with
more than one individual or group with different perspectives on a
particular issue (Wood, 2000). People can have context-dependent
attitudes, (e.g. public versus private settings) hold multiple attitudes
toward a given object, and express different attitudes depending on
how an issue is framed (Nelson et al. 1997; Wood, 2000). Attitudes
are also known to become more ingrained with age (Visser &
Krosnick, 1998). The corollary is that changing an attitude may only
have a limited effect on other attitudes and on behaviour.
Values are the product of an individual’s lived experience, genetic
predisposition, upbringing and understanding of complex issues.
Values can also be defined as ‘held principles’ such as notions of
fairness or a belief that nature has intrinsic value (Lockwood, 2005)
and these principles are used as reference points when making
choices or assimilating new information. The value shaping process
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itself is complex and little understood (Doremus, 2003) and although
value changes can occur (or be induced using methods such as
value self-confrontation) it is not clearly understood how these
changes are diffused through the belief system (Grube et al. 1994).
Nonetheless a lot of research effort has gone into understanding the
way in which people’s values relate to their environmental
preferences and the extent to which people are willing to make
sacrifices, or behave in ways that support these preferences.
The types of values people can have in relation to the environment
have been categorised in various ways. A common distinction is
made between anthropocentric values, where the environment is
viewed only in relation to human needs, and ecocentric values
whereby nature is considered to have value in its own right (Gardner
& Stern, 2002). Similar to this classification is that which describes
individuals as having either an Arcadian or utilitarian view of nature.
The former have an ecocentric view and often ascribe aesthetic,
symbolic or spiritual values to wilderness (Soliva, 2007). The
Arcadian view of nature emerged during the Italian Renaissance.
New social practices of enjoying and protecting nature led to
increasing participation in nature recreation, naturalist activities and
nature conservation (van Koppen, 2000). The social bases of the
Arcadian tradition lie in the urban upper and middle classes (van
Koppen, 2000) because the lower classes (presumably) did not have
the time and financial resources to regard nature as anything other
than a resource for human use; the utilitarian view. Whilst there are
other ways of classifying and further subdividing classes of values,
homocentric versus ecocentric is a critical distinction as it reflects a
fundamental difference in outlook that has a significant influence on
conservation behaviour. Ecocentric values mean that the individual is
more likely to respect and protect non-human forms of life. A number
of pro-environmental movements emphasize the intrinsic worth of
nature in opposition to the dominant western paradigm which is
anthropocentric and materialistic (Gardner & Stern, 1996).

40

In more recent years the natural resource management literature has
turned its attention to the distinction between ‘held values’ (deeply
held principles of a more abstract and general nature) and ‘assigned’
values (the relative valuation of particular objects, places or
phenomena) (Seymour et al. 2010). The concept of ‘assigned values’
incorporates the individual’s perception of the object or place, the
context in which the valuation is being made and their held values
(Brown, 1984). Seymour et al. (2010) found that assigned values are
shaped by socialisation factors such as family, group membership
and occupation as well as external factors such as drought, and that
existing models of environmental behaviour do not account for these
influences.
A common theme in the literature on environment and behaviour was
individual attitudes to the environment. Studies both here (Australia)
and overseas generally came to the same conclusion: there appears
to be no direct relationship between attitudes and behaviour. For
instance Curtis et al. (2001) found no significant positive relationships
between attitudes surveyed and the adoption of best practices under
multivariate analysis. In an earlier study Curtis & De Lacy (1986)
evaluated the success of Landcare in Australia and concluded that
attempts to manage land degradation by changing landholder
attitudes was not the key to changing resource management
practices. To quote Burton (2004:361): “reliance solely on the attitude
construct is widely acknowledged in the social psychology literature
as inappropriate and unlikely to disclose any relationship with
behaviour”.
There seems to have been an over emphasis in the literature on
attitudes to the environment, given that they do not always translate
to behaviour. However, Lothian (2000) speculates that it may only be
a matter of time before behaviours will reflect attitudes expressed.
There has been an increase in pro-environmental attitudes at the
societal level in recent decades, with drought and climate change
receiving considerable media coverage, and new scientific
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knowledge that appears to demonstrate the detrimental impact of
human activities on the environment. As the level of environmental
awareness increases in the general population, new cultural norms
will influence attitudes, and ultimately behaviour, but this may be a
very slow process. It is well known that values are hard to change in
adults and there is also a theory that value changes occur in cohorts
(groups of people of similar age), in which case pro-environmental
values and attitudes in younger cohorts of the population may
indicate a shift in societal attitudes (Gardner & Stern, 2002). Attitudes
can reflect ideals and aspirations which do not translate to behaviour
because of the many barriers to action which operate at various
levels; significant barriers can derail all but the strongest intentions
(Schultz & Oskamp, 1996). The literature on the uptake of more
sustainable land use practices generally acknowledges that adoption
will not be achieved by focussing on individual attitudes and values.
2.4.3 The behavioural approach
There are two approaches to environmental problems from a
psychology perspective. Person based psychology (humanism)
focuses on individual differences and attempts to identify and
measure values, beliefs and attitudes to the environment to predict
pro-environmental behaviour. This is the approach I have reviewed in
the sections above. The behaviour based approach (behaviourism)
defines the problem in terms of the relevant human behaviour and
then seeks to solve the problem using interventions (legislation,
disincentives, incentives) to minimise harmful behaviours and
promote behaviours which will have a positive impact on the
environment (Geller, 1995). Much of the literature on the adoption of
sustainable practices places more emphasis on behaviours and
barriers to adoption than values and attitudes because this approach
is more direct, therefore cost effective and influential. Behaviour
based interventions may ‘act people into thinking differently’ whereas
person-based interventions ‘think people into acting differently’
(Geller, 2001 cited in Cary et al. 2002). The former will therefore
42

have a more immediate positive outcome for the environment with
the added benefit that values and attitudes may eventually change as
well. That is not to say that person-based interventions do not have a
role to play. Understanding individual motivations can lead to
interventions which effectively engage people in activities that might
lead to commitment and long-term change.
The types of interventions used to instigate a change in behaviour fall
into three broad categories as defined by Geller et al. (1990). These
are communication and education strategies, activators (antecedent
or prompting strategies) and consequences (feedback,
rewards/incentives and penalties). Within each of these categories
there are further subcategories of behaviour change techniques
which have all been used with varying amounts of success. Dwyer et
al. (1993) reviewed behavioural interventions to preserve the
environment (research since 1980) and concluded that the
methodologies used do not allow for meaningful comparisons of
more than one intervention strategy. Where two or more strategies
were used the results were sometimes confounding so that the
effectiveness of individual strategies was difficult to assess. This
seems to be a common problem in the field of natural resource
management. Mitchell et al. (2007) discuss barriers to the
implementation of natural resource management in the intensive
agricultural zones of Southern Australia and highlight the same
problem with their introductory remarks: where multiple strategies are
used to achieve multiple objectives it is difficult to attribute improved
resource condition to any one intervention.
An important aspect of environmental behaviour is the extent to
which new behaviours, once initiated, are maintained. In trying to
judge the short and long-term effectiveness of behaviour change
strategies Dwyer et al. (1993) found that only a few studies included
follow-up measures over meaningful time periods, and that generally
behaviours did not persist once the intervention or consequence was
removed. They suggest that future research should focus more on
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methods which will lead to the maintenance of new and desirable
environmental behaviours; in a similar vein Race & Curtis (2009)
advocate that more attention be paid to the ability of different
interventions to engender long-term commitment to conservation
outcomes. These authors define long-term commitment as actively
managing an area of land in a way that is consistent with the original
management principles of a particular policy instrument over a long
(10 years +) period of time.
There has been considerable academic interest in the adoption of
sustainable resource management practices from a behavioural
perspective, particularly in relation to the activities of community
based NRM groups such as Landcare and with respect to different
types of interventions (Wilson, 1997; Lockwood et al. 2002; Monroe,
2003). Studies usually take into account the range of social,
economic and cultural factors which may influence a landholder’s
willingness and ability to adopt new practices, as well as the nature
of the intervention (Pannell et al. 2006). Much of the adoption
research has focussed on ‘farmers’ as opposed to the broader
category of ‘rural landholder’ which would encompass a more diverse
range of occupations, motivations and adoption behaviours.
Conservation practices aimed specifically at farmers, which have
addressed on-farm issues of land degradation and/or been
observable, trialable and not too complex have had reasonable rates
of adoption (Cary et al. 2002; Pannell et al. 2006). Recommended
practices for overcoming more complex problems such as dryland
salinity and biodiversity have not been widely adopted and the
uptake of incentives has also been relatively low, despite extension
and communication programs (Curtis et al. 2001; Mendham et al.
2006). This is not necessarily because farmers are unaware of, or do
not understand, the issues (Curtis & Robertson, 2003). There are
many legitimate reasons why a farmer, or indeed any landholder,
might not adopt best practice; perceived risk and uncertainty,
conflicting information, high capital outlay, time constraints, lack of
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profitability, incompatibility with personal objectives and so on
(Vanclay, 2004). The capacity of landholders to adopt sustainable
land management practices is a function of individual circumstances
and the characteristics of the recommended practice, in particular its
suitability to a particular location and situation (Cary et al. 2002).
Ultimately adoption is most likely to occur when the landholder
judges that the recommended practice is in line with personal goals,
and that the benefits will outweigh the costs (Pannell et al. 2006).
The practice is more likely to be adopted if the outcome is ‘soon’ and
‘certain’ (Cary et al. 2002). Where there are long time lags between
action and response and where the benefits and costs of some
practices are not readily observable then adoption is less likely
(Pannell et al. 2006). Often research projects or incentives have a
short life span which can also work against effective adoption. Long
term co-ordinated effort can be required to achieve widespread
adoption or external considerations will undermine the benefits in the
longer term (Grayson et al. 2000).
Aside from economic imperatives, the adoption of new innovations
has a lot to do with a landholder’s subjective perceptions or
expectations, which may or may not be consistent with the existing
state of knowledge, or a more objective evaluation of a given
situation. Cary et al. (2002) found that landholders’ perceptions of
their future financial situation were more influential with respect to
practice adoption than objectively measured indicators of current
financial position. Llewellyn et al. (2005) found that research and
extension could be more effective if it focussed more on perceptions
influencing adoption, especially if important misperceptions can be
identified and rectified. Fielding et al. (2005) found that beliefs about
the benefits rather than the costs of riparian zone management were
critical for the adoption of current recommended practices.
With particular regard to the management of native vegetation on
private land in Australia, researchers have looked at native
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vegetation management in irrigation areas (Mendham et al. 2006;
Mendham et al. 2007), the impact of various incentives (Driver &
Davidson, 2002; Lockwood et al. 2002; Ha et al. 2003; Smith, 2008),
the uptake and adoption of recommended practices (Curtis &
Roberston, 2003; Pannell et al. 2006; Curtis et al. 2008); landholder
perceptions of native vegetation (Cary & Williams, 2000; Hamilton et
al. 2000) and what influences farmers to keep trees (Seabrook et al.
2008). The clear message from all of these studies is that adoption is
a socio-cultural process. Farmers for instance discuss their ideas
with other farmers and are more likely to adopt a practice that has
become part of the normative concept of good farm management
(Vanclay, 2004). Other studies have found that social sanctions can
inhibit the early adoption of new practices in part because this can be
seen as a criticism of traditional practices (Guerin & Guerin, 1994;
Conacher & Conacher, 1995; Richards et al. 2005). Present patterns
of native vegetation in the landscape are often the legacy of past
planning decisions (Nassauer, 1995; Lunt & Spooner, 2005;
Seabrook et al. 2008) but this can have a more enduring influence in
that landholders have preferences based on the existing appearance
of the land. In this way culture changes landscapes but is also
embodied by them (Nassauer, 1995). The point is that while present
day owners may not be actively revegetating or encouraging
regeneration, the distribution and amount of native vegetation might
be quite different if those same landholders were developing their
properties from virgin bush.
2.4.4 Modelling human behaviour
Another approach to understanding human decision making involves
the application of social psychology models that can be used to
predict or explain behaviour. These models integrate person-based
psychology and behavioural psychology approaches to more
accurately predict specific behaviour in particular contexts. The most
influential of these is the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein &
Ajzen, 1975) which later evolved into the Theory of Planned
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Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1985). A substantial amount of behaviour
change research is based upon this model which assumes that the
intention to act is the best predictor of behaviour and that the
stronger the intention to engage in certain behaviour the more likely it
is to happen (Ajzen, 1991). Intention is the product of attitudes,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control, the latter being
an individual’s perception of their ability to carry out the behaviour.
Subjective norms refer to the perceived social pressure to behave in
a certain way, although the motivation to comply with these
expectations will vary between individuals (White et al. 2009)
Although the usefulness of this theory is evidenced by its longevity
and application across a wide range of behaviours, subsequent
researchers have questioned the predictive ability of the subjective
norm construct (Thogersen, 2006; White et al. 2009) and observed
that the model does not incorporate all major predictors of intention
and behaviour (Terry et al. 1999; Oom Do Valle et al. 2005; Seymour
et al. 2010). As a result the theory is continually being extended and
reinterpreted, thereby increasing the explanatory power of the model
(Conner & Armitage, 1998). The TPB has been applied across a
diverse range of issues including leisure and exercise, safe sex,
food, health, smoking alcohol and drug abuse and household
recycling (Parminter, 2008). More recently the model has been
applied to natural resource management issues (Beedell & Rehman,
1999; Fielding et al. 2005; Parminter, 2008) although Beedell &
Rehman found the application of the theory to be very time
consuming, and that the questions asked of their respondents
needed to be worded very precisely, making them somewhat
confusing.
Of most relevance to this research is the fact that the applicability of
the TPB is in part due to its incorporation of a subjective norms
component. The model recognises that people modify their behaviour
based on perceptions of social pressure; they will conform to other
people’s expectations of them, particularly if those others are
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considered important. Various authors have expanded upon the
subjective norm component of the TPB to include other types of
norms (Conner & Armitage, 1998; Sheeran & Orbell, 1999, White et
al. 2009) Descriptive and personal injunctive norms for instance were
found to have an independent influence on intentions, over and
above the influence of other TPB variables (White et al. 2009). In line
with predictions from social identity theory group norms have also
been found to be strong predictors of intent (to recycle) when
operationalised as components of the TPB; but only for individuals
who identified strongly with the group (Terry et al. 1999; White et al.
2009). This is particularly relevant to this research in that the
occupational identity of farmer is an important influence on behaviour
and because I will later emphasise the role of Landcare in developing
pro-conservation norms. If group membership is not salient then
people will behave more in accordance with their personal values or
in line with particular roles (Terry et al. 1999). Identity theory, role
theory and social identity theory have particular relevance to the
study of social norms and will be discussed in more detail below.
The Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) Theory of Environmentalism (Stern et
al. 1999) is another theory that has influenced behaviour change
research. It builds upon previous theories to explain proenvironmental behaviour as the end result of a series of factors; the
factors are linked, with each variable in the chain able to influence
the next. This theory incorporates Schwartz’s (1977) norm-activation
theory of altruism which says that pro-environmental behaviour can
be the result of personal moral norms that make an individual feel
they have some responsibility to act in a certain way. These norms
can be activated to create a sense of moral obligation towards the
environment. As with the TPB researchers have used elements of
this theory (and others) as the basis for their own research
Social psychology theories are usually operationalised and applied to
some specific behaviour, using quantitative methods of analysis; the
most successful models are those which account for the significant
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influence of both personal and social norms on behaviour. A
particular weakness of the various behaviour change theories is that
they focus on only a small component of the large set of factors that
influence landholder decision making.

2.5

SOCIAL NORMS

This section of the literature review was written in the second year of
my PhD candidature when social norms emerged as the new focus
of the research. This part of the review was central to the project; it
provided me with a framework for the analysis and interpretation of
research data from a social norms perspective. In retrospect this new
material encompassed and consolidated other parts of the literature
review. Although the concept of social norms was a completely new
to me I found the topic fascinating. I had to widen the search for
information as the disciplines of law, philosophy and social
psychology rather than environment and behaviour were the primary
source of knowledge in this area.
I read a great many papers and monographs on social norms,
particularly from the discipline of law, that dealt with norms as a
standalone concept i.e. norms were not conceived of as an element
of social capital. Papers on social capital often glossed over the
norms component of this concept. It was not until I read a number of
papers that clearly distinguished between the structural (networks)
and cognitive (norms) dimensions of social capital (Uphoff, 2000),
and drew attention to the gap in understanding the relationship
between the two (Ballet et al. 2007) that I could see the potential for
future research in this area.
In writing about social norms I have tried to cover those aspects of
the operation of norms that have the most relevance to natural
resource management. Understanding group norms is relevant to
community based NRM groups and their work; sections on self
identity and social identity highlight the importance of occupational
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roles (and associated norms) as an influence on individual behaviour.
The sections on social capital provide background for the later
discussion chapter and its criticisms of existing social capital and
NRM research.
2.5.1 What are social norms?
Social norms are shared cultural understandings about how to
behave in common social situations. They are informal rules, implicit
in the everyday activities of a society and we learn these rules by
observing others and through a long process of trial and error,
repeating those strategies that appear to have successful outcomes
(Horne, 2001; Bicchieri, 2006; Wallace, 2009). As such, the norms
people learn will vary from one culture to another, and within cultures
there will be variations across families and groups and with exposure
to norms that exist in various situations (Ostrom, 2000). There are
norms associated with just about every aspect of human behaviour,
encouraging people to behave in ways which are consistent with
other people’s expectations and / or their own set of personal values.
Sunstein (1995) observes that norms reduce personal freedom on
the one hand by dictating what individuals should and shouldn’t do,
but on the other hand they give us the freedom to socialise in ways
that would not be possible without the unspoken understandings that
norms rely upon.
Will (1997) and Wallace (2009) view norms as practice-dependent
prescriptions for behaviour. Daily life involves activities that are
complex bodies of practical knowledge. As the practical knowledge is
acquired, so are the norms associated with the practice. Both the
norms and practices are “moving bodies of empirical knowledge”
(Wallace, 2009: 2) evolving slowly as practitioners learn from
experience and pass the knowledge on. The norms have a ‘latent’
aspect in that a norm cannot be understood without understanding
the context in which the norm operates and how it is followed in
conjunction with other norms (Will, 1997; Wallace, 2009). “The
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plurality of norms guarantees that they will conflict with one another”
(Wallace, 2009: 55) and there may be many norms that influence
behaviour in a particular context. An individual may be required to
simultaneously follow a large number of norms in their role as friend,
family member, colleague, citizen and so on and this can give rise to
conflict between the demands of competing norms (Wallace, 2009).
Personal preferences, immediate contingencies and the salience of a
particular norm (more about this later) can all have an influence on
what action might be taken (Fine, 2001; Bicchieri, 2006)
For a norm to exist there must be shared understandings and
expectations across a group of people at a particular place and time.
More importantly that knowledge must be taken for granted or
uncontested in a particular context (Lessig, 1995). When this
happens, norms become invisible or seem part of the natural order
and so they are particularly powerful and subtle influences because
people, in general, are unaware of them.
The best indicator of the existence of a norm is likely to be the
responses of group members to others’ actions and sanctioning of
deviant behaviour when individuals do not conform (Ensminger &
Knight, 1997; Horne, 2001).
Although norms are widely accepted, in practice they tend to be
acted out as “locally constituted phenomena” in specific situations
(Fine, 2001:145). This is because deciding how to behave in a
particular situation depends on an individual’s interpretation of what
is happening in that particular context. This will be based on past
experience, knowledge about other actors involved and the potential
outcomes of a particular action. The same individual may act in
different ways in different circumstances because situational factors
are often a stronger influence on behaviour than personal
characteristics (Bicchieri, 2006; Gladwell, 2000).
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Something that was immediately obvious when I began to explore
norms was that there are many different understandings (or
misunderstandings) of what a norm is. Norms scholars variously
describe norms as ‘informal decentralised obligations’ (McAdams,
1997), ‘social attitudes of approval or disapproval’ (Sunstein, 1995),
‘shared understandings about actions that are obligatory, permitted
or forbidden’ (Ostrom, 2000), ‘cultural phenomena that prescribe and
proscribe behaviour in specific circumstances’ (Hechter & Opp, 2001)
or ‘default rules that are activated in the right circumstances’
(Bicchieri, 2006). Whilst their definitions vary it is generally agreed
that norms are context dependent and prescriptive in nature; there is
always an underlying sense of obligation even if the word norm is
simply being used to describe what the majority of people do. Dubois
(2003) suggests that implicit in the use of the word ‘norm’ is the idea
whatever most people do is valued because the behaviour is a
reflection of social values. Normative behaviour is therefore desirable
and so those that do not conform can be seen as social misfits, or
eccentric, or just plain deviant.
In contrast to the understandings described above norms are often
confused with conventions, habits, and customs, behavioural
regularities which can seem indistinguishable from behaviours
governed by norms. The difference lies in the reaction of others when
someone does not conform to a norm. When sanctions can be
observed in response to a particular behaviour then there is evidence
for the existence of a social norm (Ensminger & Knight, 1997). There
are situations where the majority of people behave in a certain way
but are not necessarily following a norm, so observed behaviour
does not always mean that there is a rule prescribing that behaviour
(Ellickson, 1991; Dubois, 2009). On the other hand norms can exist
without necessarily being followed (Bicchieri, 2006). Another
misconception, or finer distinction not always made, is that
concerning values and norms. A value is a belief that something is
important and worthwhile, and that belief is translated into behaviour
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by one or more norms (Taylor et al. 1997). LaPiere (1954:151 quoted
in Dubois, 2009) states that there is a clear and vital distinction
between norms and values, “between what is being done and what
the doing accomplishes, between the tool and the product of the
tool”. Further evidence that they should not be conflated is that the
same value can give rise to different normative practices; Dubois
(2009) uses freedom as an example of a value which might underpin
very different expressions of the way that freedom might be
achieved.
2.5.2 The influence of norms on conservation behaviour
The literature indicates that cultural5 and social norms are an
important influence on behaviour. Individuals continually refer their
behaviour back to important reference individuals and groups
(Burton, 2004). Some individuals are less likely to be affected by
social influence while others are heavily influenced by opinions other
than their own (Wood, 2000). If enough individuals moderate or alter
their behaviour to conform to perceived social norms then there may
be widespread change in certain practices. The announcement of a
new law for instance may create a new consensus about what is
acceptable behaviour within society (Doremus, 2003). People begin
to comply with the new law and social norms begin to change. This
can happen quite quickly as illustrated by changing water use
behaviour in Australia in recent years in response to an extended
period of drought.
The power of social norms to influence natural resource
management should not be underestimated. A good example of a
social norm which affects the environment is the way in which
gardens are maintained in urban areas throughout the developed
world. Nassauer, (1997: 71) describes subdivisions full of neat lawns

5

Cultural norms are higher level social norms that tend to operate at a broader
scale because they embody universal values such as honesty and reciprocity.
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because “Cultural expectations for the appearance of front yards are
so uniform, so well known, and so closely identified with the
character of the inhabitant that we violate those expectations only at
great social risk.”
Individual perceptions about social norms (especially in relation to
significant others) give rise to perceived social norms (subjective
norms), which are a significant influence on behaviour and will often
override personal preferences (Burton, 2004). Again quoting
Nassauer (1997:72) “The way people think that their neighbours think
the landscape should look is just as important, if not more, than an
individuals more idiosyncratic tastes or knowledge”. A farmer for
example might believe in the value of native vegetation and hold
positive attitudes towards its conservation, but social pressure from
neighbouring farmers might be enough to suppress those personal
preferences. According to Nassauer (1997) cultural conventions for
the aesthetic of landscape care are universal. People enjoy
landscapes that look like they are well cared for; in urban areas this
means tidy lawns and neat gardens. In rural areas this aesthetic
translates to well maintained fences, cultivated paddocks, removal of
fallen timber, and clearance of native regrowth. In this context
neatness equates with good management, and more natural
environments can be seen as messy and uncared for (Nassauer,
1997; Cary & Williams, 2000). One of the barriers to achieving
sustainable landscapes is that they may look different or are
perceived to be ‘out of context’ such as vegetable gardens in
suburban front yards and wildlife habitat in urban parks (Thayer,
1989). If a different aesthetic were to become a cultural norm then
peoples’ preferences might be for more natural landscapes; this
would depend on people learning to recognise and appreciate
landscapes which have greater ecological health (Thayer, 1989; Fox
et al. 2000).

54

2.5.3 Types of norms
Two main types of social norm can be identified although the term is
often employed in the literature without much clarification. The first
type are those norms that have a moral imperative associated with
them, in that people behave in a certain way because they perceive
that they ‘ought’ to, irrespective of their beliefs and the outcome for
them personally. Variously labelled ‘oughtness’ norms (Hechter &
Opp, 2001), injunctive norms (White et al. 2009; Cialdini et al. 1991),
essential norms (Coleman, 1990), coercive norms (Kanazawa & Still,
2001) or just social norms (Axelrod, 1986; Sunstein, 1995;
Ensminger & Knight, 1997; Bicchieri, 2006) this type of obligation
involves social attitudes of approval and disapproval and some form
of external sanctioning as a means of enforcement. This type of norm
most often applies in situations where there may be a conflict
between what an individual might prefer to do and what is best for
the group or society at large.
Internalised norms are a sub-category of the injunctive norm type.
Also referred to as moral norms, or personal norms, these are
injunctive norms which form internal standards of right and wrong.
Their formation is a process whereby an injunctive norm, initially an
external constraint on behaviour, becomes an individual preference,
and the behaviour specified by the norm is valued for its own sake
(Campbell, 1964; Etzioni, 2000). Internalisation is a process that
takes time (years or even generations), often beginning in childhood
as children undergo socialisation, absorbing the beliefs and values of
the culture to which they belong (Sherif, 1965; Quinn & Holland,
1987; Coleman, 1990). Internalised norms have greater power to
regulate behaviour because they operate independently of the
expectations and influences of others, do not require enforcement
and are more likely to remain stable over long periods of time (White
et al. 2009; Etzioni, 2000).
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The second major type of norm is termed the descriptive norm.
Descriptive norms usually refer to whatever behaviours are
statistically the most prevalent (Dubois, 2009). In other words these
norms provide ‘social proof’ (Axelrod, 1986) that a certain behaviour
in a given situation is the correct one, even if we are not sure why.
Descriptive norms generate social expectations without the same
level of moral obligation associated with injunctive norms (Hechter &
Opp, 2001). People conform to these norms because they want to fit
in or because it is easier to just imitate other’s behaviour in situations
where we might be unsure of what to do (White et al. 2009).
Conformity to ‘conventional’ norms can create positive externalities
for a group in that it expresses group solidarity and differentiates
group members from others (Coleman, 1990). There is also an
information processing advantage associated with these norms in
that they allow individuals to make quick decisions about how to
behave without much conscious deliberation (Bicchieri, 2006).
Another type of norm commonly referred to in the behaviour change
literature, is the subjective norm. Most commonly associated with the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) [refer back to Section 2.4.4] the
subjective norm concept represents social influence, the amount of
pressure that people perceive they are under to behave in a certain
way. People conform to the expectations of others to the extent that
the others are ‘significant’ i.e. valued and important. Rather than
being an actual norm the subjective norm is more about individual
perceptions of what those expectations might be, based upon
normative beliefs which are the underlying determinants of subjective
norms (Ajzen, 1991). There is some doubt as to which aspects of
social influence the subjective norm concept captures, and
subsequent studies have examined the role of self-identity, social
identity, descriptive, injunctive and in-group norms in the TPB
(Sheeran & Orbell, 1999; Terry et al. 1999; White et al. 2009). Based
on findings from his study of norms for environmentally responsible
behaviour, Thogersen (2006) suggests that the widely applied
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subjective norm measure sometimes captures descriptive norms
rather than social pressure (from injunctive norms).
McAdams (1997) highlights an ambiguity in the literature for failing to
use the proper level of generality when referring to norms. He makes
a useful distinction between broad ‘abstract’ norms and narrower
‘concrete’ norms. The broader norms are often referred to as cultural
norms because they operate at the macro scale across most
contexts. The higher level norms can be collections of narrowly
described norms which I equate to Fine’s (2001) ‘locally constituted
phenomena’ or what might be termed local norms. The narrow
‘concrete’ norms often implement broader ‘abstract’ norms which
“define the social meaning of the behaviour the narrow norm
requires” (McAdams, 1997: 382). For example the duty to ‘do one’s
share’ or be ‘a good neighbour’ or ‘a good parent’ are higher level
norms, which are rather vague in that they don’t specify what a
person needs to do to fulfil those obligations. In a rural context being
a good neighbour might mean contributing labour at harvest time or
keeping fences in good repair. In a natural resource management
context an abstract norm might specify that landholders be good
stewards of the land and this would encompass a range of
behaviours prescribed by less abstract norms.
According to McAdams old and stable norms are likely to be the
more abstract ones because they tend to reflect values that are
universally accepted. Gouldner (1960) contends that reciprocity (that
you should give benefits to those who give benefits) is a higher level
moral norm which is universal across cultures although its concrete
formulation may vary with time and place. Gouldner understands the
higher level norm to be a general obligation whereas a particular
instance of reciprocity in a certain context is a specific obligation.
These insights into the nature of norms are important in that they
explain the persistence of some norms and the variation in others.
Abstract norms are more likely to be internalised because they are
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more stable and universal and more likely to survive from generation
to generation. These norms are also “the least sensitive to changes
in the conditions that create norms” (McAdams, 1997:383). Specific
behaviours, the enactment of concrete norms, change more readily
and are less likely to be internalised; they are therefore more open to
interpretation and manipulation; this has implications for NRM in that
it may be easier to alter specific behaviours in different contexts.
2.5.4 Compliance to norms
Compliance to social (injunctive) norms is often explained in terms of
costs and benefits to the individual, based on the assumption that
humans behave in ways which are rational and self-interested.
Rational choice theorists take the view that norms constrain selfinterested behaviour that might have negative consequences for a
group (Horne, 2001). The role of external sanctions, which may be
negative (punishment, cost) or positive (reward, benefit) is
emphasized. This sort of compliance requires a certain amount of
deliberation and expectations that others will behave in a particular
way in a given situation. The ‘social’ aspect of ‘social’ norms
expresses the idea that externally imposed social pressure,
regardless of whether it is real or imagined, is the primary motivation
for compliance to norms.
A different explanation for adherence to social norms, and one which
can explain apparently non-rational behaviour, involves theories of
internalisation (Campbell, 1964; Scott, 1971; Axelrod, 1986). As
described above this is a process which transforms an external
constraint into an individual preference. The individual is then
motivated by internally generated reward or punishment and may feel
guilt when he/she fails to conform, irrespective of whether or not
others are aware of the violation (Axelrod, 1986; Coleman, 1990;
McAdams, 1997; Etzioni, 2000).
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A further refinement of the idea that internalised norms are enforced
by guilt is that proposed by Thogersen (2006). He separates
personal norms into two psychological states that vary in their degree
of internalisation. Introjected personal norms are only superficially
internalised and are enforced by anticipated guilt and pride.
Integrated personal norms are based on conscious reflection of the
reasons for, and the outcomes of, a particular behaviour. Norm
compliant behaviour therefore stems from a strong conviction that a
particular action is the right thing to do and is more cognitively based
and integrated than the more affective introjected norm. Importantly,
integrated norms are more strongly correlated with environmentally
responsible behaviour. Figure 2.2 illustrates Thogersen’s proposed
norm taxonomy showing increasing levels of internalisation and
integration into the self and is also a useful visual representation of
the different types of norms and their relationship to one another.

Figure 2.2

Proposed norm taxonomy (Thogersen, 2006: 250)

Rational choice behaviour and internalisation theories do not explain
why people comply with social norms even where there are no
obvious incentives to conform, or any personal commitment to the
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belief that underlies the norm (Cialdini et al. 1991; Bicchieri, 2006).
Sometimes people follow a norm because they recognise “the
legitimacy of other people’s expectations that they will do so”
(Bicchieri, 2006: 3). Many norms are historical, passed from one
generation to the next as rituals, customs and habits (Elster, 1989;
Etzioni, 2000). These norms are adhered to because people have
enduring group loyalties, or value tradition, or recognise that ‘this is
the way things are done here’ without questioning the original
rationale which led to the emergence of the norm. Even when
changes in the opportunity costs mean that a particular behaviour is
no longer the most sensible option people may resist change until
other concerns begin to clash with an outdated norm (Etzioni, 2000;
Wallace, 2009). Axelrod’s (1986) application of the evolutionary
principle to the study of norms similarly captures the idea that norms
are constantly evolving over time as a function of their relative
success.
Of equal interest perhaps are the reasons why people do not
conform to norms. Norms are known to vary in strength and in some
situations personal norms may be stronger than social influence. Any
number of situational variables can counteract expected (normative)
behaviour; there may be conflicting norms; some norms may be
more salient than others, there may be incentives not to conform
(Dubois, 2003). Because even the most pro-social norms such as
fairness and reciprocity are abstract, different contexts will lead to
different interpretations of what it means to be fair or to reciprocate,
and will activate different beliefs and emotions and expectations
(Bicchieri, 2006). Bicchieri explains well, and at length, that norm
activation is always context specific. For a norm to be obeyed there
must be situational cues that make the norm salient, and not too
many conflicting cues that might draw attention to opposing norms.
“The more ambiguous the situation, the greater the likelihood that
different interpretations of the same norm will crop up, opening the
door to self-serving biases” (Bicchieri, 2006:79).
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The focus theory of normative conduct (Cialdini et al. 1991)
postulates that the likelihood of a particular norm influencing
behaviour depends on the degree to which an individual’s attention is
focussed on that particular norm. Norm focus might be the result of
individual inclinations to pay attention to certain norms or from
situational conditions that activate particular norms (Cialdini et al.
1991; Fritsche et al. 2010). Activation of a norm means that
individual’s recognise that the norm applies. Cognitive priming
(drawing attention to a related object) and perceptual narrowing
(arousal reducing the range of cues that are attended to) are
techniques that can be used to activate norms, and there are many
others. This last theory suggests that compliance to norms can be
manipulated, to a degree….
2.5.5 Group Norms
Members of a group share a common situation and common
problems. If the group has a common goal then norms may emerge
that are instrumental to attaining that goal (Opp, 2001). Discussion
and negotiation within the group will lead to agreement as to the
most appropriate and efficient ways to behave (Horne, 2001).
Discussion will also involve commitments and promises and
expectations that others will behave in certain manner (Bicchieri,
2006). For a norm to exist group members must recognise the
legitimacy of the norm and the right of group members to enforce it
(Horne, 2001).
Group norms and societal norms are not one and the same; in fact
many group norms are contrary to societal norms (McAdams, 1997).
Group norms are frequently stronger than societal norms because
people gain more from compliance with the group norms than they
lose from non-compliance to societal ones, and may even enjoy the
resulting disapproval (McAdams, 1997). Groups are often
characterised by a group egoism that prescribes certain ways of
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doing things in order to define the group in relation to other groups
(Schudson, 2001).
The strength of group norms lies in the fact that like minded people
tend to converge in groups and so groups are more homogeneous
than society and consensus is therefore stronger (McAdams, 1997).
Group members value the opinions of others in the group more
highly than those of strangers and the more strongly an individual
identifies with the group the more likely they are to behave in line
with the position advocated by in-group norms (McAdams, 1997;
White et al. 2009). The process of psychologically belonging to a
group can cause major shifts in motives and behaviour, with groupidentity a trigger for norm-abiding behaviour (Bicchieri, 2006; White
et al. 2009)
The pressure to conform to group norms depends on the nature of
the group. The amount of interaction between group members, the
degree of cohesiveness of the group and the interdependence of
group members will determine the amount of pressure to conform
(Dubois, 2003). Informal communication processes are the means by
which groups exert pressure, and the more opportunities there are
for gossip the stronger that pressure will be (McAdams, 1997;
Dubois, 2003).
An important mechanism for the support of norms is voluntary
membership in a group working to achieve common goals (Ellickson,
1991); Landcare groups are a good example. In the process of
discussing local land management issues and reaching agreement
on how to tackle them group members form social ties with one
another and begin to identify with the group; this increases the
likelihood of co-operation and loss of esteem if a member chooses
not to act in the group’s best interests. In a close knit community
where everyone knows what everyone else is doing there is a strong
incentive to conform to the actions of others because of the
psychological need to belong.
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2.5.6 Social Capital
Generally perceived to be a positive, social capital is often described
as a resource that benefits individuals, with information, influence
and solidarity the potential outcomes of participation in groups and
personal networks (Portes, 1998; Adler & Kwon, 2002). Social capital
is also understood to be the shared knowledge, norms and
expectations associated with recurrent activities (Ostrom, 2000). The
concept however, has become so popular that its power to provide
theoretical insights into social processes has been undermined by
oversimplification (Whittaker & Banwell, 2002). The literature often
does not distinguish between different stages in the development of
social capital and there is ambiguity as to whether it be defined in
terms of its characteristics or consequences (Adler & Kwon, 2002;
Castle, 2002). The variability, contextuality and conditionality of
social capital formation make it difficult to operationalise the concept
(Bankston & Zhou 2000). There is also a tendency to emphasise
networks, at the expense of norms the external structural dimension
of social capital rather than the less tangible internal cognitive
dimension, the norms (Woolcock, 1998; Fine, 1999). The two
dimensions are highly interdependent in that it is impossible to have
one without the other, and there is a common element in that both
affect behaviour by creating expectations (Uphoff, 2000). According
to Uphoff, social networks, the external structural dimension of social
capital are more predictable and more able to be manipulated than
the internal cognitive dimension, the norms, which are less tangible
and less amenable to change.
The social networks conceptualisation of social capital usually
includes some mention of the different types of relationships people
and groups can have with one another. Bonding social capital is that
which occurs within close-knit groups. These ties are the strongest
but they can inhibit change, restrict individual freedoms and exclude
relations with outsiders (Portes, 1998; Rydin & Holman, 2004).
Bridging social capital refers to wider overlapping networks that can
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make resources and opportunities that exist in one network available
to another (Tonts, 2005). Bracing social capital refers to linkages
across sectors that enable strategic partnerships to be developed for
the attainment of instrumental goals such as sustainable
development (Rydin & Homan, 2004).
One of the problems with the social networks conceptualisation of
social capital is the assumption that networks are the resource
(making social capital consistent with other types of capital) and that
the existence of dense social networks will necessarily result in
productive outcomes. Rydin & Holman (2004) believe it is taken for
granted that social capital has beneficial effects without consideration
of how concepts such as social norms, trust and reciprocity ‘work’
these effects. Cox (2007) finds the concept commonly misconceived
as synonymous with public good when in fact it should be value
neutral, as social capital characterised by dense ties and strong
norms can also have negative effects.
2.5.7 Social capital and community-based NRM
Addressing catchment wide land degradation and biodiversity decline
requires collective action which may happen as a result of numerous
individual decisions but is also likely to occur via co-ordination from
within a group. Groups and social networks in which members are
closely connected are fertile grounds for the emergence of norms
because norms help groups achieve their goals (Opp, 2001). Where
there is a mismatch between individual behaviour and land
management practices that will benefit the whole community (or
catchment), local social norms can encourage people to ‘do the right
thing’ for the following reasons: because they recognise a utilitarian
benefit from the new practice; because they recognise that
catchment health depends on the aggregation of numerous individual
landholder decisions; to earn the esteem of others, to signal that they
are a certain sort of person (a ‘good farmer’); or simply because
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some people will always ‘follow the crowd’ on the assumption that
what most people do is bound to be the best course of action.
Social capital is often the focus of studies on rural and regional
communities (e.g. Falk & Kilpatrick 2000; Alston, 2002) because
social capital is thought to enhance community cohesiveness,
resilience and adaptability (Tonts, 2005). In the NRM literature this
has been extended to the role of environmental groups in creating
social capital (Klyza et al. 2006; Floress et al. 2011). With few
exceptions (e.g. Sobels, 2006; Miller & Buys, 2008) there is again the
emphasis on social networks and so the relative roles of network
structure and the norms, values and beliefs which constitute
cognitive social capital are often unconsidered or unclear (Harriss &
De Renzio, 1997; Ballet et al. 2007). Even where social norms are
more clearly defined in relation to structural social capital the reader
may be no wiser about how norms emerge and how they work in real
life situations. Given the powerful influence of social expectations
generated by norms, and their potential to influence land
management behaviour, this is a major oversight in the literature on
social capital and NRM.
Social capital has been recognised as both a critical ingredient of
Landcare’s success in Australia, and an outcome of Landcare
activities (Sobels et al. 2001; Webb & Cary, 2005; Curtis et al.
2008a). Landcare has built on existing relationships within
communities and established new ones between landholders,
leaders and agency staff (Curtis et al. 2008). These new
relationships are important because research has shown that
bonding capital within communities can inhibit change and the
achievement of policy goals (Rydin & Holman, 2004). A community’s
stock of bonding social capital is the foundation for developing new
initiatives but it is the new forms of social capital embodied in
linkages to extra-community members and institutions, across
sectors, and at the micro and macro level of society (Woolcock,
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1998; Rydin & Holman, 2004) that may have contributed to
Landcare’s success.
The different types of social capital described above collectively allow
for the maintenance of existing norms of behaviour and the
establishment of new norms. Social networks are generally seen as
important for the establishment of norms and it is also widely
accepted that the emergence of norms is more likely in social
networks in which people are closely connected (Coleman, 1990;
Opp, 2001). However Woolcock (1998) suggests that the benefits of
strong intra-community ties must be complemented by extracommunity linkages to allow economic advancement and I would
suggest that this also applies to the establishment of new social
norms. The smaller and more close-knit a community the greater the
likelihood that there will be widely acknowledged local norms, both
descriptive and injunctive, but the catalysts for norm change may
need to come from outside. Community resource management
groups (such as Landcare) can facilitate this change by bringing new
information in and then using the power of the group (Heckathorn,
1990; White et al. 2009) to embed new norms of land management
behaviour.
Effective norms are known to be a powerful form of social capital
(Coleman, 1990) but there are few instances in the wider NRM
literature of studies that explore their influence, perhaps because the
relationship between networks and norms is difficult to characterise
and not easily understood without in-depth knowledge of the context
in which they operate.
From my reading of the literature I understand social capital as a
process that involves social interaction leading to constructive
outcomes (Bankston & Zhou, 2002), although this same process can
generate considerable pressure to conform to norms and sanctions
that punish those who don’t (Woodhouse, 2006; Edwards & Cheers,
2007). I also consider that norms can be both a source of social
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capital as well as an outcome of social interaction and that networks
are typically the platform for interaction, relationships and the
exchange of information (spoken and unspoken) upon which norms
rely.

2.6

CONCLUSION

The knowledge base required for interdisciplinary research is not
always clear at the start of a project and so I read extensively on
community and NRM, human behaviour, integration across
disciplines, the role of social research in the field of NRM, land-use
history, policy and policy instruments, program evaluation and
vegetation condition. The revised formulation of the research
questions made some of the early literature review somewhat
redundant and required additional reading on social capital and
social norms.
In terms of key theory and concepts the literature on multifunctional
landscapes, Australian amenity areas, social capital and social
norms was the most valuable. The knowledge gaps in these fields of
study were the ones that my research on social norms was best
suited to fill. The literature on social capital and social norms made it
possible for me to recognise and articulate the research gaps in this
area; it was encouraging to find that there was a space in the vast
body of knowledge out there that needed to be filled.
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Chapter

3

RESEARCH DESIGN
The challenge is to find one’s way in the expanding literature of qualitative
research
Kvale, 1996: 13

3.1

INTRODUCTION

This chapter covers some of the theoretical and philosophical issues
associated with qualitative research and its application to natural
resource management. Core assumptions about reality and what is
knowable influence the direction and outcomes of all research.
Learning about the underlying principles of qualitative inquiry has
helped me to better understand myself and the perspectives of
others. This process has been an invaluable aspect of learning about
research design and in many respects was the most intellectually
stimulating and challenging part of my doctoral research.
Rather than write at length on the many philosophical and
methodological issues associated with qualitative research I have
chosen instead to condense much of what I read into a brief synopsis
that describes my project and states my own philosophical position. I
have then written selectively on topics that are particularly relevant to
this research, such as causality and case studies. In other sections I
have combined theoretical knowledge of particular methods and
techniques with an account of how this translated into practice; not
quite one and the same for the novice researcher! The exploratory
framework devised during Stage 1 [Figure1.1] rather than a particular
theoretical orientation were the starting point for the study design.
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3.2

METHODOLOGY

3.2.1 Synopsis
My reading on qualitative research methodology was carried out with
an open mind; being completely new to me the material was thought
provoking, and at times confusing, as I sought to clarify my own
position on some of the issues. My reference point was the
exploratory framework of Stage 1 which suggested the approach that
would be needed to explore social processes in particular context. I
distilled what I read into a set of short statements that describe the
nature of my research, my position on ontological and
epistemological issues and my understanding of what it was that I
was setting out to do.
The following statements describe the research:
Applied: because the research aims to inform social actions and
policy (Sarantakos, 1993). The findings will provide new
understanding of the relationship between investment and
outcomes and may have implications for future NRM policy and
programs.
Exploratory: because there is a lack of information and
knowledge on the social phenomenon under investigation and
the research may provide context and insight for further studies
(Sarantakos, 1993; Steinberg, 2004).
Retrospective: in that respondents questioned at a single point
in time will be attempting to reconstruct events, motivations and
actions from earlier times (Chadwick et al. 1984).
Explanatory: because the research will move beyond
description and seek to explain the patterns and trends
observed (Veal, 1997)
Causal: because the research aims to explain the causes of
social phenomena, and their consequences

69

On issues of ontology and epistemology I believe:
That reality is socially constructed and that we cannot
completely separate who we are as researchers from the
research that we conduct
That any description of reality will only be partial (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) but causality is nonetheless a viable concept and
that some level of understanding and insight can be achieved.
I identify with Alvesson’s (2002) reflexive pragmatist approach
to social research which calls for epistemological awareness
rather than philosophical rigour. I like his idea of a ‘postmodernistically aware interpretivist perspective’ that doesn’t
require a strong commitment to any one paradigm.
By the end of Stage 1 this was my understanding of what would be
required for my own research:
I would need to immerse myself in “the social world” of my case
study “in order to learn the local language, meaning and rules”
(Blaikie, 1993: 203)
I would need to establish causality whilst acknowledging
complexity and the inter-dependence and inter-relatedness of
factors within a particular context (Patton, 2002).
I would be striving to gather credible empirical material, analyse
it carefully, anchor my findings in the literature, build strong
arguments for conclusions, and develop sound theory.

3.2.2 Reality and causality
As my aim was to conduct social research within the biophysical
science based discipline of NRM there were certain practical
implications that led me to adopt a reality-oriented approach to
qualitative research (Patton, 2002). Whilst my research was carried
out in natural settings, from a naturalistic perspective and using
interpretive practices (as described by Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) the
ultimate aim was to generalise case study findings, establish
causality between actions and landscapes and inform policy
development and implementation. However, the use of qualitative
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methods for causal explanation is contentious. A principal
assumption of the naturalist paradigm is that “All entities are in a
state of mutual simultaneous shaping, so that it is impossible to
distinguish causes from effects” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 37). Even
where a more positivist stance allows for the possibility of causal
linkages, qualitative research is often dismissed as an insufficiently
rigorous means of investigating causality (Maxwell, 2004a, 2004b).
Given that a central premise of my research is that the causes of
social phenomena and their consequences can be explored and
understood, this is a methodological issue that warrants further
exploration.
Reality-oriented inquiry as described by Patton (2002) is an umbrella
term that can be applied to a number of philosophical stances on the
nature of qualitative research. Transcendental realism (Miles and
Huberman, 1994), scientific realism (Cherryholmes, 1992; Sayer,
1992; Maxwell, 2004b), and reflexive pragmatism (Alvesson, 2002)
all embrace the essential elements of qualitative research, with its
emphasis on context, researcher as instrument and interpretation;
but they depart from other interpretive perspectives in that they allow
for the existence of a real world in which actions and events are
driven by underlying social processes that can be “captured to
provide a causal description of the forces at work” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994: 4). The reality-oriented approach provided me with
an alternative philosophical position for social science that is
compatible with the key features of qualitative research, and a
scientific approach to causal explanation.
My understanding of realism and causality is based mostly upon the
work of Maxwell (2004a, 2004b) and Sayer (1992). These authors
argue for the use of qualitative methods to explore causality by
seeing causation as a matter of processes and mechanisms rather
than observed regularities. The regularity approach holds that
causation cannot be directly observed but is inferred from the
relationship between variables. To paraphrase Maxwell (2004b:4)
71

this means that the focus is on the inputs and outputs and whether x
‘caused’ y rather than ‘how’ it did so. This view of causality tends to
be associated with scientific research based on experimentation,
quantitative measurement and statistical analysis. The realist
understanding of causality is less concerned with variables and more
about what might be inside ‘the black box’, i.e. the processes that
connect particular events. These processes cannot be separated
from the social and cultural contexts in which they operate because
the context is intrinsically part of the process (Sayer, 2000).
To expand on the above, causality, understood as process, can be
attributed to objects independently of their effects or of any particular
pattern of events. What causes an event has nothing to do with the
number of times an event has been observed to occur.
Causal powers can be attributed not only to individuals or objects but
also to social relations and the structures in which they form (Sayer,
1992). For example, a teacher’s ability to teach not only depends on
individual characteristics but also on relationships with other teachers
and students and the school environment. Beliefs and intentions lead
individuals to act in certain ways, so their reasons for doing
something can also be considered the cause of certain events
(Sayer, 1992). Some causal processes can be directly observed,
affirming the value of case studies that are ideal for developing
general explanations of ‘local causality’ based on actual events and
processes leading to specific outcomes.
According to Stake (2008) many researchers find the search for
cause to be simplistic. Events can be interrelated and contextually
bound, coincident and purposive, but are not (or questionably)
determinative. If social scientists and policy makers believed this
then there would be no rationale for the design and implementation
of interventions to change behaviour.
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Patton (2002: 95), on the other hand states that the reality-oriented
perspective is widespread in those “arenas of research” where
scientific credibility is important. The research presented in this thesis
is naturalistic but “the language and concepts of mainstream science”
set the research agenda, influence the choice of research questions
and guide the reporting of qualitative findings. The reporting will
place emphasis on the empirical findings as being solid evidence to
explain the phenomenon of interest and this generally requires the
use of a general interpretive framework or a detailed theory (which
might be inductively developed) about the causal process being
investigated (Patton, 2002; Maxwell, 2004a)
To ‘do’ social research on natural resource management issues with
the ultimate aim of informing future NRM policy and implementation
one cannot deny that causality is a valid concept. A realist stance
legitimises the use of causal explanation to address applied social
research questions.
3.2.3 Case studies
The term case study refers to both the process of inquiry and the
product of that inquiry (Stake, 2008). A case study is not a method
but a choice of what is to be studied. The case can be relatively
straightforward, perhaps a single person, or more complex as in a
community or multiple sites. A case study will involve the use of a
single method, or a combination of methods; the aim is to gather
enough data to explain the phenomenon of interest. The case data
might arise from a single interview, or many interviews, or any
combination of observations, transcripts, surveys and document
reviews; there are no set rules for case study design. The decision
about what to study depends on the researcher, the research
questions and what can be achieved with available time and
resources.
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As stated in the introduction to this research [Section 1.2] I started
out with a general framework that would allow me to investigate
broad areas of interest (native vegetation, social interactions,
government NRM programs, changing property ownership) without
being constrained by specific questions. It was anticipated that I
would need certain types of information to explore these topics, and
that there might be certain impediments to acquiring that information.
This process of identifying issues, gathering data, interpreting the
data and reforming the issue as an assertion is typical of most
research (Stake, 2008). Figure 3.1 illustrates the steps in this
process as applied to my own case study. During the iterative
process of data gathering and analysis a set of research questions
was developed to reflect the emergent focus on social norms. What
might have been a mixed method study became purely qualitative as
the overarching goal changed to an exploration of the role of social
norms as an influence on land management behaviour. The initial
exploratory framework allowed for this process to happen without the
need to alter the case study design.

1. Topical issue: The null hypothesis is that government NRM programs have had little
or no impact on the extent and condition of native vegetation. It is unlikely that this is
the case but it may be that the impact is small relative to the amount of money spent or
the longevity of the outcomes. Investment may also be overshadowed by other more
powerful drivers of change such as property turnover and agronomic viability.
2. Foreshadowed problems: How will it be possible to determine relative influence and
causality? Can quantitative estimates of vegetation change be linked to the reasons for
the change? Will the interviews elicit the sort of information I need?
3. Issue under development: It seems that cultural and local norms in a community have
considerable influence on landholder actions. To pursue this line of evidence the norms
need to be identified and described, and their influence on the management of native
vegetation on private land needs to be explored.
4. Assertion: Social norms are a mechanism for change that have been influenced by
government investment and can be linked to changing land management practices.

Figure 3.1
An example of issue evolution during this case study based upon a
similar example from Stake (2008:127)
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The case study area for this research was chosen in consultation
with my PhD supervisors and NRM practitioners who were familiar
with north-eastern Victoria. As outlined in the introduction [Section
1.2] site selection was based upon location, suitability for the study,
size and access. In addition to being a suitable study site Indigo
Valley sat within one of the three Catchment Management Authority
(CMA) regions taking part in Landscape Logic’s retrospective
research effort in Victoria; it was anticipated that my research would
link with other studies being undertaken as part of the larger
collaborative project funding my doctoral research.
Indigo Valley is a small sub-catchment located within the Indigo Shire
Local Government Area (LGA) in north-eastern Victoria, a southern
state of Australia. It was an ideal ‘case’ because the valley is small
enough that I could conceivably sample a representative crosssection of local landholders, and geographically well defined,
bounded by two ridges and two major roads. I chose to focus on a
single place-based community so that I could gain inside knowledge
of those factors influencing land management practices, ascertain
whether NRM interventions were making a difference, and if so why.
Local landholders would (collectively) provide me with an intimate
knowledge of the community and the perceived importance of
various factors leading to vegetation change. Some of these factors
would be manifestations of broader regional and national processes
that have had an impact on rural populations and natural resource
management. Using in-depth interviews as my principal method of
data collection I also hoped to capture “various nuances, patterns,
and more latent elements that other research approaches might
overlook” (Berg, 1989:251).
My case could be described as ‘qualitative locality-based research’ or
a ‘community’ case study. Stake (2008) would call it an instrumental
case study because the choice of case was driven by the desire to
gain insight into a particular issue. The case was the means to an
end, rather than being of intrinsic interest in itself. Indigo Valley was
75

only one of many communities that could have been the case; typical
enough (it was hoped) that insights gained from the study might be
generalised, in an analogous rather than statistical sense, to other
rural communities similar in relevant characteristics. This was not an
unrealistic expectation given that mechanisms for change are more
abstract than the particulars (context, actors and events) of a single
case (Mitchell, 1983). The particulars provide the researcher with the
richness of insight that is necessary for understanding the case but
the essential point about making inferences from case material is that
“the extrapolation is in fact based upon the validity of the material
rather than the representativeness of events” (Mitchell, 1983:190).
3.2.4 Validity and reliability
In the context of natural resource management in Australia,
integration across disciplines is increasingly recognised as the only
way to effectively address environmental issues. According to
Bammer et al. (2005: 2) Australian researchers “are at the forefront
of developing integrative theory and Australian organisations are
recognised leaders in implementing these developments.” The
literature on the integration of social science and natural resource
management is expanding (Fisher, 2000; Roughley & Salt, 2005; Fox
et al. 2006) and the use of qualitative methods to explore natural
resource management issues has become mainstream practice.
There is a general acceptance of the value (and necessity) of social
research and there is no longer the need to defend qualitative
methodology and methods (Wolcott, 2001; Patton, 2002).
Lincoln & Guba (1985:290) proposed four constructs (credibility,
transferability, dependability and conformability) for establishing ‘the
truth value’ of a study; these are the qualitative equivalent of internal
validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity, important criteria
for judging traditional scientific research (Patton, 2002; Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). For qualitative researchers working within science
based disciplines (such as natural resource management)
76

addressing these more conventional (quantitative) criteria for judging
quality and credibility is a logical way to deal with any real or
anticipated criticisms of a particular piece of research. I shall
therefore define the four constructs of credibility, transferability,
dependability and confirmability and later [Chapter 9: Conclusion]
evaluate my research findings using these criteria.
Research findings are credible if they are believable and plausible
rather than “‘woolly and speculative” (McNeil 1999: 318). They will be
believable and plausible if there is sufficient detail and description for
readers to know how the data were gathered, how the analysis was
conducted, and whether or not the data adequately explain the
phenomenon of interest (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Corbin &
Strauss, 2008). The credibility of a piece of research also depends
on the credibility of the researcher; his/her level of skill, competence,
training and track record as well as the ability to reflect and be
reflexive (Patton, 2002). The researcher (as interpreter) is an integral
part of the qualitative research process and needs to be aware of
his/her biases and assumptions and the implications of any decisions
made during the research (Seale, 2002; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
Transferability is whether or not the findings from a particular study
are applicable to other situations or settings. This is the ‘external
validity’ criterion of being able to generalise findings to other
populations, and for science based quantitative research this is
usually a question of probabilities and the representativeness, in a
statistical sense, of the study. For qualitative research aiming to
understand process, the particulars of a single case study can be
seen to reflect more abstract theoretical principles which operate
across many situations and settings (Mitchell, 1983; Corbin &
Strauss 2008). So whilst one case may not be representative of all
cases, the insight and understanding of process should be
transferable to other similar contexts.
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Dependability and confirmability are the counterparts to reliability and
objectivity. These can be achieved by reliable documentation of data,
methods, and decisions made during a project. This is about making
the research process as transparent as possible for others so that
they could confirm the research for themselves. Seale (2002)
considers this an exercise in reflexivity, in that it involves the
construction of a self-critical account of how the research was
conducted, increasing methodological awareness. This sort of
awareness grows with experience and “typically involves an
enhanced capacity to anticipate a broad range of potential criticisms
that may be made of a final research report, so that methodological
decisions made as the project proceeds acquire greater
sophistication” (Seale, 2002:108).
Although I will evaluate my own research in these terms I agree with
Corbin (Corbin & Strauss, 2008:301) that ‘the proof is in the pudding’.
If a piece of research ‘fits’ (rings true, resonates with readers), and is
useful (offers new explanations or insights, can be used to develop
new policy or achieve change), and offers enough detail in the
reporting to allow readers to judge for themselves, then concerns
with validity and reliability need not arise.
I spent 16 years of my working life as a technician in the fields of
biological science and analytical chemistry. I was never encouraged
to question the assumptions underpinning any of the research I was
involved in. As a result of my increasing familiarity with qualitative
inquiry I am now aware that philosophical ambiguities are part of any
scientific methodology and that it is impossible to justify any
particular method “as being always and everywhere best” (Shadish,
1995: 63).
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3.3

METHODS & DATA COLLECTION

The case study context is fully described in Chapter 4. Suffice it to
say that the case study area sits within a small catchment in Victoria,
a southern state of eastern Australia. It is an attractive rural area,
with a mix of around 160 small farms and lifestyle blocks.
3.3.1 Sampling technique
The question of access to the case study area was easily resolved
when I was given the name of a farmer who lived in the valley by a
key informant. That contact became my first research participant, and
provided me with my first glimpse of the valley and its residents. With
the farmer’s permission I recorded the names of people mentioned in
the interview who might be willing to participate in my research. I
began to compile a database of possible interviewees. This
technique is formally known as snowball sampling and takes
advantage of the social networks of known individuals, providing the
researcher with an ever-expanding set of potential contacts (Atkinson
& Flint, 2001).
Purposeful snowball sampling was not the only strategy used to find
willing participants for this research. Being a rural area a number of
road junctions in the valley had an assortment of mailboxes with
names and sometimes addresses scrawled upon them [Figure 3.2].
On first and subsequent visits to the valley I recorded mailbox
information and added the names and addresses to my list of
possible interviewees.
To supplement my growing list of contacts I also scanned the phone
book for Indigo Valley residents. As my knowledge of the valley grew
I was able make an informed guess as to whether a resident was
likely to be a farmer or non-farmer. My sampling strategies were
purposeful in that I sought to interview a mix of farming and lifestyle
owners to explore the influence of demographic change. I also aimed
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for maximum variation on the dimensions of interest by speaking to
different types of farming and lifestyle owners (progressive,
conservative, conservation oriented), living in different parts of the
valley and having participated in different types of government NRM
programs. One interviewee was ‘sampled’ opportunistically in that I
came across him in a paddock, struck up a conversation and later
interviewed him.

Figure 3.2

Rural mailboxes; Indigo Valley Road, Indigo Valley

In the end I interviewed what Patton (2002) describes as a small,
purposeful, random sample of landholders; 36 interviews with a total
of 44 individuals (couples were counted as a single interview). My
contact list was a mix of referrals, randomly acquired names and
mailbox data. Contacts became interviewees if they agreed to
participate in the research following first contact via a phone call.
Most landholders I spoke to were willing to participate, but a few
declined, making my selection of interviewees somewhat random in
that I had no prior knowledge of who would agree or not.
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A second group of non-Indigo Valley informants participated in this
research. The selection of these individuals was also purposeful in
that I wanted government agency personnel known to have many
years of experience in the field of natural resource management and
familiarity with the case study area. The seven key informants
represented a private organisation, Trust for Nature (TFN); the State
government Department of Sustainability and the Environment
(DSE), and the Department of Primary Industries (DPI); and a
statutory authority, the North-East Catchment Management Authority
(NECMA). The aim of interviewing experienced and knowledgeable
NRM practitioners was to triangulate the data by obtaining a reliable,
alternative (and possibly more holistic) perspective on government
programs and change in native vegetation over time within the case
study area.
I did not theoretically sample during the data collection phase
because the change in research focus did not alter the need to
interview a diverse range of landholder types. Nor did I wish to
question interviewees specifically on social norms; their influence is
powerful because people are often unaware of their existence. I
therefore re-analysed the interview data after it was collected for
information relating to social norms; this is a perfectly valid way of
doing concept directed data analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
I spent a week at a time doing fieldwork. To best use my time in the
field I typically organised 10-12 interviews for the week. The
interviews ranged from around 40 minutes in length to over two
hours. By the time I had conducted 36 interviews with landholders
and 7 with key informants, no new insights were emerging and I
judged I had reached theoretical saturation (Bowen, 2008).
3.3.2 Interviews
The qualitative, or in-depth, interview is a research method
developed from an interpretivist perspective (Minichiello et al. 1995;
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Travers, 2006). The ‘thick description’ (rich, detailed, experiential)
gained from qualitative data is interpreted by the researcher who
recognises that any understanding gained is context dependent and
may be provisional and local (Minichiello et al. 1995; Alvesson, 2002;
Fontana & Frey, 2008). There is an assumption that the perspective
of others can be understood and made explicit (Patton, 2002) and
the researcher’s role in the research process is acknowledged.
In-depth interviews are necessarily informal (non-standardised,
unstructured) or semi-structured (semi-standardised, guided). The
aim is not to obtain large scale comparative data which requires a
more structured approach (Travers, 2006) but rather to explore
particular issues or themes with greater flexibility. This allows the
researcher more scope but involves greater judgement and
reflexivity. Additional questions may be asked, some topics may be
probed in more detail and new lines of inquiry may be pursued.
Completely unstructured interviewing offers maximum flexibility to
pursue information “without imposing any a priori categorisation that
may limit the field of inquiry” (Fontana & Frey, 2008:129).
The quality of the data obtained during an interview is very much
dependent on the interviewer (Patton, 2002). Fontana and Frey
(2008:125) consider that interviewing skills involve a high-order
combination of observation, emphatic sensitivity, and intellectual
judgement. The interviewer must actively listen, interpret what is
said, decide what to do next (wait, prompt, probe, ask another
question) and all the while be analysing the conversation in order to
direct the interview as it develops.
Kvale (1996) writes about the qualitative research interview which is
theme oriented and not, therefore, entirely unstructured. The
interview is based on a guide that focuses on certain themes and
may include some general questions. The idea is to “lead the subject
towards certain themes, but not to certain opinions about these
themes” (Kvale, 1990:27). Central research questions will dictate the
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choice of themes and generate theory questions but the latter should
not be asked of interviewees. Wengraf (2001) makes it clear that
theory questions should not be used as interview questions; the latter
need to be framed in a way that can be easily understood by the
person being interviewed.
Another challenge for the qualitative research interview is to gather
not only factual information but information about meaning. This
means not only listening to answers and the explicit meaning given to
certain objects or events by the respondent, but also ‘reading
between the lines’ to uncover hidden or implicit meanings on another
level (Kvale, 1996). This aspect of interviewing is critical where the
researcher is seeking to discover, for instance, how social processes
influence behaviour. It is likely that the informant is unaware of how
their behaviour might be influenced by social pressure for example,
and asking explicit (or theory) questions may well introduce
respondent bias if they don’t understand the concept, deny social
influence or attempt to reinterpret actions or events in view of the
question being asked. For these reasons I made the decision not to
ask direct questions about social norms during my interviews. This
gave me more confidence in my findings, knowing that the central
concept of social norms emerged from the data rather than being
imposed upon it. As noted by Wengraf (2001:63):
The interview material may not always be a useful answer to a specific
interview question, but may still provide very good indicative material for a
research question
The art of listening is a central concern in the literature on
interviewing. Dillon (1990) says, for instance, that most listeners do
not understand a speaker’s meaning as the speaker would wish it to
be understood but as they construe it; indeed many people do not
listen at all, they simply spend the time planning what they will say
next. Interviewers can make the mistake of only half listening,
thinking more about the next question to ask, ondering about the
interviewee, or anticipating a certain response before the interviewee
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has had a chance to give his answer. Failure to listen well could
mean that an interviewer might:
…miss the answer or some part of it, together with its character, and pass
up the opportunity of discovering what the respondent knows and how he
knows it; for all of which we had just asked the question
(Dillon, 1990: 172)
Prior to conducting my own interviews I read extensively, thought
about my research questions, and thought about what sort of
interview questions might elicit the information I would need to
address them. I decided upon a semi-structured interview approach
and developed an interview guide [Table 3.1] mindful of Wengraf’s
(2001) stipulation that research questions should not be asked of
research participants. In practice I made many of the mistakes the
novice interviewer tries to avoid. In my earlier interviews I asked
leading questions, I finished sentences, I cut the interviewee off,
failed to follow up on interesting statements and missed opportunities
to probe just that little bit deeper. Listening to the recorded interviews
and reading through the transcripts was instructive and my
interviewing skills quickly improved.
As I continued to read the literature throughout the course of my
studies I was continually coming across new information, sparking
new ideas. I would then worry that I hadn’t canvassed these issues
during my interviews. On the other hand I felt (in hindsight) that it was
better that I went in with less knowledge, reducing the likelihood of
my asking leading questions and not being open to new information.
Kvale (1996:35) writes of this tension between sensitivity toward, and
knowledge about a topic, and the need for deliberate naïveté and an
absence of pre-suppositions.
Asking questions and getting answers is a much harder task than it may
seem at first
(Fontana & Frey, 2008: 118)

84

Table 3.1

Interview guide

Exploratory Framework

Has the quality and extent of native
vegetation improved over time?

Themes & possible questions

Determine the nature and extent of native
vegetation on each property and change
over time
Have you planted it?
What do you know about it
Do you value it?
Do you actively manage it?
Do you think it needs protecting or
improving?
What are your future plans for the land?

What is the relative importance of NRM
investment and demographic change in
relation to this phenomenon?

Demographic information
Occupation, age, property size, tenure
Involvement in NRM programs
Have you been involved with Landcare?
Are you aware of incentives?
Have you had government assistance
to do work on your land?
Main motivations for land management
Production
Lifestyle / consumption
Environment /aesthetic
Context
The move away from farming
Local community
Family and social networks

What is the interaction between these
factors?

Interaction between new residents and the
farming community
Level of involvement in local groups
Relationships with neighbours
Is there a sense of place?
Social networks

After one or two interviews I was able to relate to the above
statement. I recall, for instance, feelings of panic as time ticked by
and the person I was interviewing meandered off in directions I felt
were not relevant to my topic. The interview data I gathered from
landholders on the theme of NRM investment serve to illustrate this
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point. I wanted to know about on-ground vegetation change and tried
to ask questions to elicit that information. Many landholders,
particularly the farmers who had carried out a lot of revegetation work
during the 1990’s as a result of their involvement with Landcare,
were rather vague about government funded work. Often they
couldn’t remember what exactly had been done, and when, and by
whom. Lifestyle landholders who had availed themselves of more
recent government incentives were generally able to provide more
detailed and accurate information about their experiences and the
nature of the work simply because they had more recent
recollections to draw upon. On the other hand many of the newer
owners did not have the benefit of time and hindsight to inform their
opinions; the longer-term farming owners had a better understanding
of vegetation change in the valley over longer periods of time. Across
the board then the information I obtained on this topic was variable
and not often supported by documentation or photographic records.
Each of the 36 interviews with landholders was pre-arranged and
conducted on the property, usually at the kitchen or dining room table
along with tea and biscuits. Although counted as a single interview, in
some instances both husband and wife were present, giving
additional depth to the exploration of interview themes.
The 7 interviews with key informants (also referred to as agency
personnel) were conducted in their workplace, again by prior
arrangement. As described below, steps were taken to ensure that
each interviewee was fully informed, guaranteed anonymity and able
to withdraw from the research at any time.
3.3.3 Ethical considerations
“Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the
world.” (Stake, 2008:140) I was very aware of this as I carried out the
fieldwork for this project; surprised over and over again at the
willingness of complete strangers to let me into their homes and their
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lives on the strength of a single phone-call. I feel a very strong sense
of obligation to every person I interviewed to see this research to its
conclusion.
Prior to commencement the Charles Sturt University Human
Research Ethics Committee needed to approve this study. The
proposal to that committee included consideration of the possible
impacts of the research on participants and how I (the researcher)
might respond to these risks. The ethics approval process also
involved the preparation of an information statement and consent
form written specifically for this particular research project.
Following my initial phone contact anyone who agreed to participate
in my research was sent a copy of the Information Statement
[Appendix A] either by mail or email. Immediately prior to each
interview the participant was asked to sign a consent form [Appendix
B] that assured each participant of their confidentiality and anonymity
and their right to withdraw from the research at any time, without
penalty.
Each interview was allocated a unique alpha-numeric code that was
used for any documentation pertaining to that person or persons.
Subsequent publications using the research material used the prefix
LH to refer to landholders, and GA to refer to agency staff, followed
by a number.
3.3.4 Using the data to describe ‘the case’
The case for this research is a small rural community in a bounded
physical setting as described in Section 3.2.3. Chapter 4 describes
the research setting in greater detail as knowledge of the context is
critical for understanding behaviour; the physical nature of the
landscape, the location and size of the community and the degree of
social interaction within it, will all be important influences on
individual decision making. I use a combination of primary and
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secondary data in Chapter 4. The use of primary data was necessary
to supplement available demographic data which is not adequate to
describe communities such as Indigo Valley which are a subset of
much larger statistical areas.
Statistical information such as census data is generally used for
examining broad patterns of change over large areas. Although
macro-level data could be used to paint a partial picture of the social
landscape at a regional scale, they cannot be used to adequately
describe an area like Indigo Valley. The smallest local area for which
ABS census data are available is the postal code area 3688 which
sits within the much larger Indigo Shire LGA [Figure 3.3] the scale at
which most broad brush descriptions of the local social and physical
landscape are created; e.g. Victorian Population Health Survey 2008
‘Indigo Shire’ (www.health.vic.gov.au), Indigo Shire Council
Community Profile (www.profile.id.com.au), National Regional
Profile: Indigo Shire LGA (www.abs.gov.au), Local Government
Conservation ‘Indigo Shire’ (www.viridans.com/LGA/Indigo).
The case study area occupies about a third of the 3688 postal code
area. To understand the community in the sort of detail required for
this research requires primary data specific to the area. Qualitative
and quantitative research methods can provide this data and the
ideal approach would be a combination of the two. I have used a
combination of relevant Australian research and information obtained
from the research interviews to create profiles of the social landscape
and resident landholders.
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Figure 3.3

Indigo Valley postal area and Indigo Shire LGA

3.3.5 Quantitative estimates of vegetation change
Some quantitative estimates of vegetation change within the case
study area were needed. These would give some idea of the nature
of the change (revegetation or regeneration), the location of the
change, (gullies, break-of-slope, fence-lines, upper or lower valley)
and who was responsible for the change (farmers, non-farmers).
Mapping data was used to determine the trend in woody vegetation
extent in the valley between 1990 and 2006 to validate one of the
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original assumptions upon which the research was based: i.e. that
within the case study area at least, vegetation extent had increased
since the start of major investment in government NRM programs.
The 1990 aerial images I used for the mapping are owned by
Geoscience Australia but were digitised by the Department of
Sustainability and Environment (DSE). The 2006 imagery belongs to
DSE, Victoria and staff at the Arthur Rylah Institute for Environmental
Research (DSE) provided me copies of the digitised layers which I
then used to map extent change using ARCGIS software.

3.4

DATA ANALYSIS & INTERPRETATION

3.4.1 Transcription
Transcription of recorded interviews is the process of converting
audio data into a format (text) which can more readily be shared,
annotated and analysed, usually with the aid of computer software. In
making decisions about what to include and what to leave out, the
person transcribing will transform the raw data into something that
has already undergone some preliminary analysis; in other word the
process of transcription is the first stage of data analysis (Tilley,
2003).
Transcripts are often thought of as verbatim accounts of a taped
interview. However the audio version of an interview does not record
bodily posture and gestures, emotion, facial expressions, the
physical setting, the way the participants are dressed, their
responses to one another, and a host of other factors which may
influence the interview outcome. The raw data (the audio record of
an interview) are therefore only a partial representation of the lived
experience of one-on-one conversation, without the visual cues we
rely on to interpret another person’s meaning. Transcripts are even
more partial representations of what really occurred as there is the
added difficulty of how best to render the spoken word by means of a
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written account. The range of non-verbal communication which
occurs during an interview is very difficult to reproduce without
detailed descriptions of the context, supplemented by records of the
researcher’s subjective perceptions and a system of notations or
transcription symbols which can indicate the way in which the spoken
word was delivered (Wengraf, 2001). The researcher must make
many choices about the level and type of detail to be included. There
is a trade-off between being as true to the conversation as possible
and the considerable investment in time required to capture every
nuance of expression, especially if this is not required for the analytic
purpose of the research (Bazeley, 2007).
I had most of the interviews for this project professionally transcribed
to save many hours of listening and typing. I recognise that there is
real value in the researcher doing the transcription in order to
immerse him/her self in the data but I had many interviews and time
was an issue. I also understand the importance of a researcher
taking seriously the ways in which the person transcribing audio
influences the research data (Tilley, 2003). For this reason I
transcribed some of the earlier interviews myself, so that I
understood fully the nature of the task. To counter criticisms levelled
at researchers who contract out the work of transcription (Tilley,
2003; Wengraf, 2001) I listened to the recorded interview whilst
reading through each transcript I received from the transcription
service. Every transcript was carefully reviewed and edited and that
process allowed me to recall the interview setting and my
impressions of what was being said and how. I added notes or
annotations where necessary, and because I was familiar with the
topic I was able to make corrections where words had been mistaken
for other words, or not understood. I added words in where some
conversation had been left out and altered grammar where I thought
a change would more accurately capture the interviewee’s character
and personality. In this way I retained control of the transcription
process and I think this method of cross checking increased the
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accuracy, and hence quality, of my transcripts. Because the
transcription service turnaround times were fast and reliable I was
able to check the transcripts while the interviews were still fresh in
my mind.
As a rule the typists who produced my transcripts chose to make the
text more readable by adding punctuation, correcting grammar,
leaving out repetitions, and omitting ums and ahs. As the researcher
I had to make decisions about what to include and how much time I
should spend adding notations and ‘untidying’ the transcript. I judged
that there were a lot of “extraneous utterances” which served no real
purpose in relation to the research (Tilley, 2003: 760). I added or
changed words in order to capture the style and character of the
interviewee. This was more for my own benefit, rather than for the
sake of improving the accuracy of the transcript. If I could reproduce
at least some of the idiosyncrasies of speech as used by the
interviewee then I was better able to recollect the circumstances of
the interview as I undertook coding and thematic analysis of the text.
My research did not require micro-analysis of the text (semiotics or
conversation analysis) which would have necessitated intrusive
notations and many more hours of painstaking work, so I took a more
pragmatic approach to the task of editing. I agree with Lapadat &
Lindsay (1999: 69) that the real aim of transcription, (for some but not
all research purposes), should not be how best to represent
everything exhaustively in the text, but rather how to “selectively
reduce the data in a way that preserves the possibility of different
analyses and interpretations”. In some cases I made selective
changes only to parts of the document I thought were particularly
relevant to the topic. If there was a passage I thought was particularly
interesting or significant, or that I might later quote, I paid closer
attention to the rendering of the spoken word as text.
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3.4.2 Developing theory
As Wolcott (2001:80) observes, theory with a capital T can be very
intimidating, especially to entry level researchers. Moving from
observation to theory however, is the goal of most PhD research and
for my own research the more formal the theory (as opposed to
substantive or mid-range) the more useful it might be for future NRM
policy interventions. Formal theory building requires that the findings
from a study be presented as more than just a listing of themes; they
need to be integrated into a single theoretical scheme, thereby
raising the study to a more abstract level where it can have broader
applicability but still remain grounded in the data (Corbin & Strauss,
2008).
I found Corbin & Strauss (2008) very helpful on techniques for
achieving theoretical integration. The criteria for choosing a central or
core category [Figure 3.4] gave me confidence in the concept of
social norms as my own unifying explanatory scheme and this
confidence grew as I developed ‘theoretical sensitivity’ to the data
over time. Again Corbin & Strauss (2008) were instrumental in
helping me to understand that my ability to respond to what was in
the data was partly a function of my knowledge and experience as
well as a previously unacknowledged fascination with the underlying
processes influencing individual behaviour.
3.4.3 Analysis of language
The language we use to express our thoughts and describe our
behaviour reflects the values and beliefs that inform the way we
conceptualise the world. Social norms are also based on values and
beliefs and the perception that something is important and worthwhile
is translated into behaviour. Social norms are not only expressed in
language they are also shared and reinforced, and the choice of
words and expressions both reflects and shapes the norms and
associated behaviour (Critto, 1999; Penman et al. 2001).
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It must be abstract; that is, all other major categories can be related to it and
placed under it.



It must appear frequently in the data. This means that within all, or almost all,
cases there are indicators pointing to the concept



It must be logical and consistent with the data. There should be no forcing of
data.



It should be sufficiently abstract so that it can be used to do research in other
substantive areas, leading to the development of a more general theory



It should grow in depth and explanatory power as each of the other categories
is related to it through statements of relationship.

Figure 3.4
Criteria for choosing a central category (Corbin & Strauss, 2008:105).

In a resource management context the assumptions underlying the
choice of words and expressions influence land management
practices (Scott & Watson, 2006; Allan, 2009). To understand the
role and influence of social norms it was necessary to understand
what lies behind the superficial content of everyday expressions. The
existence of norms was inferred from the words and expressions of
the research participants; empirical evidence that would form the
basis for later discussion about the expression and construction of
norms.
3.4.4 Categorising the data
To assist with data handling and analysis I used computer software
designed for qualitative analysis; a program known as NVivo [version
8]. I began deductively coding the data into high level categories
(tree nodes) based on my exploratory framework and the literature;
these provided a starting point for the analysis. I knew that many of
the interview responses would relate to farming, the environment, the
local community and government NRM programs as these were
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topics I set out to explore. Initially I coded segments of text at
multiple nodes knowing that I would later need to refine the analysis.
The aim of the categorisation was to find themes and concepts that
would form a theoretical framework to explain the phenomenon of
vegetation change over time.
Initial thematic analysis of the landholder interview data suggested
that the emergent concept of social norms might have some
explanatory power. A review of the social norms literature provided a
new set of coding categories [Figure 3.5]. I used these to look for
evidence in my case study data that would support the proposition
that social norms were an influence on land management behaviour.
The process of refining my analysis involved reading through every
piece of data within every level of category. The coding density
function in NVivo enabled me to see where each piece of text was
categorised. I could then decide whether or not the text was
categorised appropriately for my new focus. I also eliminated many
categories and created others that better captured my evolving
understanding of the themes which would be of importance when I
came to write up my work. Examining the data from a social norms
perspective, or to put it differently, using a theoretical framework
derived from the social norms literature, I was able to start building a
picture of some of the social processes underlying changes in native
vegetation extent.
To give an example of how the data analysis proceeded I shall take
one piece of text as an example.
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“we’re lucky, I think lucky, because we’ve got high value native
vegetation on one verge, one side of our property and medium down in
___ Lane, but it does mean, it does restrict you as to what you can do.
You can’t graze it off or take timber off it theoretically, although we have
had to tidy up ___ Lane once or twice”.
This excerpt was initially coded into the following categories:
Environment \ Native Vegetation \ Regard for Native Vegetation
Land management \ Ambivalence
Land management \ Vegetation management \ Entitlements
Government Investment \ Indigo Shire Council
When I first coded this piece of text I was trying to capture anything
that might be relevant further down the track. I judged that this
person generally had a positive regard for native vegetation but that
he/she was also ambivalent about native vegetation because its
presence (and its ‘high’ conservation rating) meant that certain
restrictions were placed on their behaviour. This compromised their
entitlement to manage the vegetation in their own best interests.

Indigo Shire council was responsible for road verges and so I also
filed that bit of information under government investment.
During a later phase of data analysis I recoded this text into a new
category that would capture the notion we have in western societies
that private land ownership should allow the owner the right to do as
they please with the land; I anticipated that the data would contain
evidence of cultural norms reinforcing private property rights. The
use of the expression ‘tidy up’ is signifies the existence of another
cultural norm which relates to the way people perceive the land
should look. Tidy landscapes are a sign of good management; messy
‘natural’ landscapes indicate neglect.
The ‘Ambivalence’ node was later discarded and some of the other
categories were renamed or deleted. The further I went the more I
was able to rearrange the tree nodes, discarding some, adding
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others and recoding much of the data into the central themes for the
research. Along the way I compiled memos on each major theme
(government investment, vegetation change, demographic change
and social norms). I tried to build a case around each of these
themes, keeping in mind the idea that social norms would be the
main focus. Throughout the process of recoding data into the central
themes I continued to add additional nodes to the central category of
social norms in order to describe as many different dimensions of the
concept as possible.

Figure 3.5
NVivo project showing the central theme tree nodes, an expanded version
of the social norms tree, and an open social norms memo.
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Figure 3.5 is a screen capture from the NVivo software from a final
version of my data analysis showing the central theme tree nodes,
the expanded social norms theme and an open social norms memo.

3.5

CONCLUSION

This methods chapter reflects the mix of theory and real world
practice that characterises all research. I also covered some of the
theory because I wanted to convey some of the intellectual interest
and excitement that I felt during the research design phase. Things I
learnt while reading up on methodology have stayed with me
throughout my doctoral research and will be with me, I am sure, for
the rest of my life. I aimed to provide sufficient detail about the
research design, data collection, analysis and interpretation for the
reader to be able to make informed judgements about the quality of
this research.
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Chapter

4

THE RESEARCH SETTING
4.1

INTRODUCTION

As explained in the introduction and research design chapters the
case study site needed to be a rural amenity area where large
government investments in natural resource management
interventions had been made. In this chapter I justify the choice of
Indigo Valley as the research setting and then describe the area in
terms of its physical attributes, local community and landholder
types. Much of this knowledge is based upon observations made
during my field visits, and data from the research interviews.
Changes in the extent and condition of native vegetation in the valley
will be described and illustrated using evidence from the field work
and quantitative estimates of change. I will also profile government
investment in NRM programs in north-eastern Victoria generally and
Indigo Valley specifically. Since Landcare groups have been the
focus of government investment until quite recently; and because
they are acknowledged to be an effective instrument for social
change, the Indigo Valley Landcare group will also feature here.

4.2

SELECTION CRITERIA

Choosing the right case(s) to study was a critical part of the research
design process which was dealt with in Chapter 3. However I thought
it more appropriate to elaborate on the principal selection criteria in
this chapter, as the information upon which selection was based
provides a useful contribution to this portrayal of the case study area
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and its place in the landscape of north-eastern Victoria. I begin by
listing the criteria and in the following sections describe the study site
thereby demonstrating that the selection criteria have been satisfied.
The case study area needed to:


be located somewhere in Victoria, given that the Landscape
Logic research effort would be focussed on the states of
Tasmania and Victoria. Ideally the case study site would be as
close as possible to both Charles Sturt University in Albury and
my home base in Griffith, NSW, keeping travel time and
expenses to a minimum.



be small enough that I could gain in-depth understanding of the
social factors leading to change. This would mean sampling
(interviewing) a representative cross-section of the landholders
in the area, within a reasonable time frame, but without
accumulating an unmanageable quantity of qualitative data.



be a rural amenity area with a mix of non-farming (lifestyle) and
farming landholders so that I could explore the hypothesis that
changes in the condition of native vegetation might be related to
landholder type. This also allowed for the possibility that social
change as an outcome of interactions between newer and older
residents could be investigated.



have evidence, anecdotal or otherwise, of change in the extent
of native vegetation due to both revegetation and regeneration.
These are two very different processes and the assumption was
that different factors might be giving rise to these different types
of vegetation change in the landscape.



have a history of government investment in native vegetation
protection and enhancement in the case study area over at
least a 20 year period. I was working on the premise that
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changes in vegetation condition would therefore be detectable
and at least partly the outcome of investment in NRM programs.


have a well-established community based NRM group in the
area with a history of activity over a 10-20 year period. This
would allow for an investigation of group influence on local land
management practices.

4.3

SITE DESCRIPTION

4.3.1 Location and size
Indigo Valley is an attractive rural landscape [Figure 4.1] within short
commuting distance (half an hour) of Albury/Wodonga, one of the
largest inland centres (pop. 90,000) in Australia. The catchment
covers an estimated 35,500 hectares within the Indigo Shire local
government area in north-eastern Victoria, [Figure 4.2] a small
southern state of Australia. The valley has a mix of around 160 small
farms (most <400 ha) and ‘lifestyle’ blocks (majority 40 ha in size).
According to 2006 census data the Indigo Valley locality has a
population of 560 people but the postal area 3688 [Refer back to
Chapter 3, Figure 3.3] is larger than the actual case study area.
The location of the case study site meant that it was within
commuting distance of Charles Sturt University, Albury and only a
three hour drive from Griffith, NSW. Field work was therefore a
manageable undertaking and I was able to combine meetings with
supervisors and necessary visits to the University with regular trips to
Indigo Valley. The relatively small number of properties in the valley
meant that I could reasonably expect to sample a substantial
percentage of local landholders. Although theoretical sampling for
qualitative inquiry does not require large sample sizes [see Chapter 3
Section 3.3.1] a representative sample of the local population would
lend credibility to the research outcomes.
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Figure 4.1

Looking north into Upper Indigo Valley

4.3.2 Physical characteristics
Geographically, the Indigo Valley sub-catchment can be divided into
three zones: Upper Indigo [Figure 4.1] is characterised by steep hills
that form well defined boundaries to the west and east; Middle Indigo
is flatter, with gentle slopes and a greater proportion of cleared land.
The small town of Barnawartha (pop.550) separates the valley from
the plains area to the north. Indigo Creek cuts through the centre of
the valley, beginning in the foothills of Mount Baranduda and running
for approximately 43km in a northerly direction until it intersects with
the Murray River. The creek catchment is confined by a fault which
explains the unusually narrow catchment width of 5-7km.
Although the catchment includes the plains area to the north, local
residents do not consider Lower Indigo to be a part of the valley and
it is clearly physically and socially quite separate from Middle and
Upper Indigo. The case study area takes in the middle and upper
zones of the sub-catchment and this is the area that will hereon be
referred to as Indigo Valley or just ‘the valley.’ Apart from some
narrow strips of crown land, the land in the valley is all privately
owned.
Indigo Valley is located within a region which was once covered by
Box-Ironbark forest, a generic term referring to dry sclerophyll
eucalypt ecosystems made up of broader ecological vegetation
classes and numerous floristic communities (Muir et al. 1995). Most
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of the Box-Ironbark remnants are on public land, most notably
Chiltern-Mt Pilot National Park which occupies 21,565 ha between
Beechworth and the low hills surrounding Chiltern. The south-eastern
section of the National Park abuts the western edge of Upper Indigo
and some of the properties within the study area share boundaries
with the park. Although the amount of remnant Box-Ironbark
vegetation on private land is small, its conservation value is high,
both for habitat and for increasing connectivity between isolated
remnants and the larger public reserves (Muir et al.1995; Hamilton et
al. 2000).
4.3.3 NRM boundaries
Indigo Valley falls within the North East Catchment Management
Authority (NECMA) area. In common with other catchment
management areas, the north-east can be further subdivided into
bioregions, which are large, geographically distinct areas of land with
common characteristics such as geology, climate, ecological features
and plant and animal communities (NLWRA 2001). As described in
the literature review [Chapter 2 Section 2.2] a bioregional and
subregional framework is used for environmental management
throughout Australia. Indigo Valley is part of the Northern Inland
Slopes bioregion, falling within three CMA areas; Goulburn Broken,
North Central and North East. The Chiltern-Mt Pilot National Park is
an important reserve within this bioregion.
A planning tool known as Biodiversity Action Planning (BAP) is being
used by CMAs for community engagement, strategic planning and
implementation at a landscape scale. Biodiversity action plans have
been developed as partnership projects between CMAs and local
government and non-government organisations across the state of
Victoria (www.dse.gov.au). BAP is used to identify priorities and map
important areas for native biodiversity conservation with the aim of
achieving multiple NRM outcomes across the state of Victoria (Park
& Alexander, 2005).
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Figure 4.2

Indigo Valley case study area; north-eastern Victoria
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BAP landscape zones are manageable subunits (zones < 100km
across) within bioregions. Indigo Valley falls within the Lower Kiewa
Landscape Zone. According to the Landscape Plan for this zone
(DSE, 2004) most of the remaining native vegetation is significantly
degraded from its original condition. More than 92% of pre-1750
vegetation cover has been removed and the remaining remnant
vegetation is mostly consolidated within the Chiltern-Mt Pilot NP and
on the slopes of the Indigo Creek Catchment. Threats to biodiversity
include fragmentation and isolation of native vegetation remnants,
ongoing vegetation decline due to grazing, clearing of native
vegetation, pest plants and animals (especially Blackberry, St John’s
Wort, rabbits and foxes), soil erosion and salinity.
4.3.4 The social landscape
My understanding of the social setting in which the research took
place was developed during Stage II of the research process.
Regular trips to Indigo Valley and my own interactions with local
people, combined with data from the research interviews, provided
me with extensive knowledge of the local community. As explained in
the previous chapter [Section 3.3.4] primary data were needed to
characterise the area and I have drawn on the interview data to do
so. The following two sections present preliminary results which will
also will inform subsequent ‘findings’ chapters.
Although Indigo Valley lacks a township, the local primary school,
(student population around 25), and Country Fire Association (CFA)
are well supported6 and act as ‘social glue’, binding people together
A recent draft community plan (Indigo Shire Council, 2010) described
Middle Indigo Primary School [Figure 4.3] as:

6

According to the district office (Wodonga) Indigo Valley CFA currently (June 2011) has 66
operational fire fighters and 72 operational and active members. Total membership 127
although a percentage of these would be inactive & records may not be regularly updated
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…a popular hub for families who live in Indigo Valley, with the school
hosting a number of activities for the community as well as using their
school newsletter to keep residents connected. Recent construction has also
taken place at the school which has provided the community with more
space.

Figure 4.3

Middle Indigo Primary School, Indigo Creek Road

Some families have lived in Indigo Valley for generations and it was
evident from cross references made in the interviews that many
family networks still exist within the farming sector of the community.
A small non-denominational community church [Figure 4.4] runs a
monthly service in the lower valley and weekend newspaper delivery
is carried out by local residents on a roster basis. In general newer
residents seem to have integrated well, especially in the upper valley
where residents seem to have stronger ties with one another. I
formed the impression that this end of the valley, where more of the
lifestyle properties are located, had more friendship networks and a
slightly stronger sense of community than the lower valley which is
predominantly farming.
On the other hand many of the older farmers have dropped out of
Landcare and the CFA (‘too many new faces’ and ‘too many
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regulations’). The degree to which changing community structure has
influenced and will influence natural resource management in the
valley will be an important finding from this research and is discussed
in Chapter 7.

Figure 4.4

Cookinburra Church – Middle Indigo

Indigo Valley fits the general profile of small farm or pluriactive rural
occupance (a mix of production and consumption values) as
described by Holmes (2006) and confirmed by the interview data.
Working farms in the valley are small (100-400ha), the farming
population is aging (most farmers >50 years old), and almost all farm
family incomes are supplemented by off-farm work ranging from
seasonal hay baling, saleyard work, part-time employment and/or a
partner (usually the female) working full-time or part-time. Beef
production is the predominant agricultural enterprise because it
makes low demands on labour and can be carried out in conjunction
with off-farm employment. Of those Indigo Valley landholders who
defined themselves as farmers (roughly half of the research
participants) the majority ran beef cattle as their main farming
enterprise.
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There was little evidence of absentee ownership in Indigo Valley, a
common problem with lifestyle ownership of land in other amenity
areas here and overseas. I heard of only 2 absentee owners during
the period of field research, and one property was vacant and for
sale following a marriage breakup.
The following characteristics, listed by Holmes (2008:148) and again
confirmed by the interview data, typify Indigo Valley. In addition they
are consistent with Barr’s (2000) conception of small farm future
landscapes, which may be increasingly valued for their ecosystem
services rather than their agricultural production.
Agriculture will continue to play an important economic role;
my evidence suggests that some farms will pass to the next
generation and remain productive, whilst others will stay in
the family and be leased to other local producers.
Farm viability will remain low, save in specialised and niche
farming or pluriactivity. Low viability as experienced by
Indigo farmers means that there is little money to reinvest in
the farm and to employ farm labour, and that off-farm income
is a necessity.
Household viability achieved through pluriactivity, requiring
on farm and/or off-farm alternative income sources.
Well I maintain a viable farmer in our operation in this area now is one
with a working wife… (LH28)
Amenity premium on land values largely precludes farm
restructuring by amalgamation.
I’m just going to tell you how much it’s increased… [making some
calculations on paper]. It’s increased from $50 an acre to $5,000 an
acre, in 60 years, that’s for farmland, not for subdivision (LH11).
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According to Barr (2005) the minimum 40 hectare subdivision size is
an uneasy compromise between the competing interests of amenity
and production (Barr, 2005). Lifestyle owners don’t want something
too big to manage. Hobby farmers need something big enough to
work with. Farmers can’t afford to buy, but nor are they allowed to
subdivide small parcels with a building permit for a house.
4.3.5 Landholder profiles
An essential criterion for case study selection was that the area be a
mix of landholder types. Within the exploratory framework that guided
stage I of the research I needed to know whether the land was being
managed differently by different types of owners and how different
landholders were responding to different interventions. When my
focus changed to the role of social norms as an influence on land
management behaviour, the level of interaction between the
established farming community and newer property owners became
an important consideration.
My analysis of the interview data led me to believe that the role of
farming as an occupation gives rise to an identity that makes the
longer term resident farmers quite different from the lifestyle
landholders with diverse non-farming occupations. I shall elaborate
on the important distinction between farming and non-farming
landholders, not just here but also in later chapters. I begin by
describing the farmers of Indigo Valley, who may or may not be
typical of older farmers in similar rural areas of south-eastern
Australia.
Around 50% of the landholders interviewed identified themselves as
farmers by occupation, even though most (70%) had regular offproperty income. Some were retired or semi-retired, most were over
60 years old, and only a few were going to be passing their
properties to another generation of full-time farmers; the land might
stay in the family but would not be farmed full-time (or at all). These
109

men and women (mostly men) are the last generation of what many
would label ‘traditional’ farmers; individuals with little formal
education who have spent most of their lives working the land in the
area they grew up in. One older farmer compared his generation to
that of his children’s:
They’re better educated and have more chances in life… The older people
weren’t educated enough anyway, they had to rely on their farm because
that’s as far as their education went (LH27).
The term ‘traditional’ does have some negative connotations; it can
sometimes imply ‘not keeping up with the times’, or an unwillingness
to question the status quo. When non-farmer interviewees talked
about ‘traditional’ farmers there were sometimes implicit and explicit
assumptions that being a ‘traditional farmer’ and being ‘green’ were
somehow incompatible:
…he’s just of that era, and of that education, that you get as much as you
can out of the land (LH10)
Non-farmer landholders in the valley are predominantly professional
people, probably because the valley is only a short commuting
distance from Albury/Wodonga. This major inland city has grown
from a population of about 38 000 in 1973 to the more recent
estimated resident population (ERP 2010) of 87 500, meaning more
off-farm work opportunities for valley residents and a larger pool of
high income earners. The latter have created a demand for lifestyle
properties in the valley [Figure 4.5] with its scenic landscape and
proximity to ski fields, boutique wineries, national parks and attractive
Victorian country towns:
The beauty of this area is that it affords the opportunity to live on a
reasonable bit of dirt that you can play with, and not spend hours
commuting in and out of town and still have good schools, good
employment opportunities, good….(LH33)
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The non-farmer landholders in the valley are therefore a mix of farm
family offspring who have inherited their land, and newer propertyowners who can afford to purchase the minimum subdivision size of
40 hectares.

Figure 4.5

Lifestyle properties for sale – Indigo Valley area

Although non-farming landholders are not dependent on the land for
income, and do not consider themselves farmers, many are dabbling
in farming enterprises on a small scale; these include sheep, cattle
and deer breeding and olive growing. It is often reported that that
lifestyle owners in amenity areas lack the land management skills
that go with being a professional farmer (Hollier & Reid, 2007;
Mendham & Curtis, 2010), but on the whole the Indigo Valley lifestyle
owners I interviewed compensated for this by being keen to learn,
having a strong sense of obligation to look after the land, and
generally the financial capacity to do so. These findings are
consistent with other research on rural areas moving away from
farming. Lifestyle owners choose to live in these areas whereas for
many farmers the choice of occupation (and therefore location) was
made for them.
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Most of the non-farming property owners run at least a few cattle or
sheep to keep the grass down and reduce fire risk and some, those
who have inherited larger properties, lease land to other landholders
in the valley.
A lifestyle owner (LH10) and a farmer (LH1) said something very
similar about the differences between farmers and non-farmer
landholders:
…up at this end of the valley, we’ve got mainly professional people who’ve
got two or three hundred acres, they’re not making a living out of it, and so
they can afford to not stock it heavily, do your tree breaks, have the interest
to do that, but perhaps the commercial farmers down the road haven’t got
the luxury of that (LH10)
Yeah and they come out because they’re interested in it as well. And you
know I think that they improve their pastures, they plant trees… you know I
just think that they improve the land heaps – more than just a normal farmer
like me. ‘Cause we just haven’t got the money and the time to do it (LH1)
Table 4.1 contains some general observations on the characteristics
of the two main landholder types. I will only briefly comment here on
the various attributes, because the ones which have some relevance
to the research questions are explained more fully in the later results
chapters.
Average residence time is much greater for the farmers because
many of them have never lived anywhere else. The lifestyle owners
have slowly moved in over the last few decades as smaller (40 ha)
lifestyle blocks have become available. Farmers tend to own larger
properties for historical reasons and because smaller properties are
not viable for agriculture. The ‘future plans’ attribute captures the
more transient nature of the lifestyle landholder population; some of
these owners move into rural areas with a young family and when the
children are older they move back into town. Others move on
because their work takes them elsewhere. About half the lifestyle
owners I interviewed have lived in the valley for 10 years or more,
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and had no plans to move, but they do not have the same sense of
obligation to hang on to their land that the farmers do. Values refers
to the landholders primary relationship to the land; it is either the
main source of income and occupation, a space in which to pursue a
certain lifestyle, or something which has intrinsic value that needs
protecting.
Table 4.1
Some general observations on the differences between the two main types
of landholder in Indigo Valley
Farmers

Non-farmers

% interviewed (n = 37)

47%

53 %

Mean residence time

>40 years

2-15 years

Average property size

300ha

40ha

Little formal education

Tertiary Educated

Education
Values
Future Plans
Regard for native
vegetation

Production → Consumption → Protection
“Never sold any dirt.
Never will” (LH15)
“trees are a bloody
nuisance”(LH25)
“It’s all right in the right
place” (LH1)

Property more likely to
change hands
“the reason we came
here was for the native
vegetation to a certain
extent” (LH14)

Regard for native vegetation reflects the values that the landholder
has towards the land. The quotes illustrate the polar opposite views
but the majority of both farming and lifestyle landholders were more
ambivalent about native vegetation; they could see its value but also
had concerns about it being a fire hazard or a haven for pest plants
and animals.
I found it was later helpful, when discussing the research findings, to
further classify Indigo landholders into ‘green’ and ‘brown’ farmers
and ‘green’ and ‘brown’ life-stylers [Table 4.2]. These sub-categories
better describe the range of values and attitudes, sometimes
conflicting, that impact on the management of native vegetation on
private land. On one end of the spectrum were a small minority of
traditional farmers (8%) who wanted to keep the land clear of trees
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and regrowth and thought trees were just a ‘damned nuisance’ This
attitude to native vegetation gave rise to these sorts of comments:
Well it bloody wouldn’t be there if I was allowed to clear it (LH27)
…to see this top quality land go into trees gives me the shits (LH25)
At the other end of the spectrum were the ‘green’ lifestyle owners
with strong pro-environmental values that set them apart from the
majority of the farming community. Six of the 19 lifestyle owners fell
into this category and they tended not to be as involved in the Indigo
Valley community. I infer (from comments such as the one below)
that this is partly because of their location (the more isolated bush
blocks away from the centre of the valley) and partly because they
feel they have less in common with more production and
consumption oriented landholders:
Generally speaking… we’re a couple of recluses. Not that we dislike people,
we appreciate good people but we can’t be bothered with ones that don’t
necessarily hold similar views to us (LH8)
It is also possible that individuals who like the solitude of the bush
are less inclined to seek the company of others. Three of these
owners had placed covenants on their land and all were actively
involved in protecting and enhancing their native vegetation.
These quotes illustrate the in-between categories:
But there’s also farmers, traditional farmers, who’ve put great big land,
tree corridors in, which is great (LH14)
I’d like to nurture what I’ve got, up to a point. I don’t see benefit, benefit
that I perceive, in planting anything more (LH17- Lifestyle owner).
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Table 4.2

Sub-categories based on regard for native vegetation

Sub-categories & general characteristics

Brown Farmer

The Brown farmer is at one end of the spectrum. He/she is
usually very production oriented, doesn’t like to see good
farming land set aside for trees and probably thinks remnant
vegetation is useless bush and a source of weeds and pests.

Green Farmer

The green farmer and the brown non-farmer are two
categories which are similar or fall along a continuum
between the extremes. The green farmer is likely to see the
value in native vegetation and the brown non-farmer is there
for the lifestyle (space, rural landscape) and is not
particularly conservation minded.

Brown non farmer

Green non farmer

The Green non-farmer is likely to be living on a bush block
and actively protecting or enhancing native vegetation.
It is unlikely that the land is being used to generate an
income and the owners are likely to be interested in
government programs which enable them to manage
remnant vegetation.

4.4

GOVERNMENT INVESTMENT

The information in this section has been compiled using the
extensive secondary sources documenting government investment in
NRM programs, particularly within the NE CMA region. Sources
include government and non-government agency reports, information
supplied by landholders in the form of letters and agreements to
participate in various incentives, my own correspondence with
agency personnel and information readily accessible via the internet.
4.4.1 Documented investment in NRM programs
North-eastern Victoria has been the focus of many government
programs aimed at improving the quality and extent of native
vegetation. These include the North-East Salinity Strategy
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Implementation, the North-East Firewood Plantation Project, the
Land Protection Incentive Scheme, Care of Remnants Incentive
Scheme and the Chiltern-Mt Pilot Biolink Project. Table 4.3 lists
some of the grants and incentives available in 2008 to landholders in
the NE CMA region.
In 2001, part of the NE CMA region that included Indigo Valley was
one of two trial areas for a pilot project called ‘Bush Tender,’ a
market-based instrument that allowed landholders to set their own
price for the management services they were prepared to offer to
protect and enhance their native vegetation (DSE, 2006). The
Department of Primary Industries (DPI), the Department of
Sustainability and Environment (DSE), the North-East Catchment
Management Authority (NECMA) and Trust for Nature (TFN) have
partnerships within the area and with other local government and
community organisations. The region also has what is locally known
as the ‘Green Team’, made up of representatives of DPI, NECMA,
TFN, Landcare, local government and Greening Australia. The
group has facilitated good working relationships between individuals
from different agencies; this improves the implementation of NRM
programs.
Indigo Valley in particular has been targeted for various land, water
and vegetation initiatives. From the late 1980s the valley was a high
priority area for dryland salinity management with a focus on
reducing groundwater discharge through an increase in perennial
vegetation in the landscape, particularly on hill tops and at break of
slope. In 1992 major works were carried out along Cookinburra and
Indigo Creeks and in 1998 a $100 000 works program was carried
out along Indigo Creek.
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Table 4.3
Some of the available grants and incentives for Landholders in the NorthEast CMA Region in the year 2008. Source: Adapted from NE CMA flyer

Grant /
Incentive
Bush
Improvement
Grants

Care of
Remnants
Incentive
Scheme
Fencing and
Revegetation of
Waterways
Rural City of
Wangaratta Land
Protection
Covenanting
Scheme
Erosion Control
works

Organisation

Purpose & Eligibility

Trust for Nature
(TFN)

Available to landholders with a conservation
covenant to assist with fencing materials and
labour, weed and vermin control, restoration of
bushland areas, grazing management and
property management planning
This scheme supports landholders in protecting,
enhancing, connecting, and expanding remnant
areas of native vegetation. Assistance available
for fencing and revegetation – a 10 year
management agreement applies
Assistance is available for waterway fencing,
weed control, revegetation and for the
provision of off-stream watering points
Joint project for landholders who have
approved conservation covenants on their
properties within Wangaratta boundaries –
funding is based on the area of land covenanted
– amounts range from $100-$1000 / landholder
Assistance for fencing and revegetation of
gullies, together with rock work or other
stabilisation structures
Provides chemicals to Landcare groups and
individuals for approved weed control on
roadsides. A partnership program between DPI
and Landcare

DSE

NECMA

Rural City of
Wangaratta
&
TFN
DPI

Joint Roadside
Weed Initiative

Indigo Shire
&
Rural City of
Wangaratta

Land Protection
Incentive
Scheme

DPI

An assistance scheme to encourage landholders
to undertake land and water resources
protection works

DPI implemented an ‘Indigo Valley Incentive Project’, which aimed to
establish more native vegetation, firewood plantations [Figure 4.6]
and perennial pastures in the valley. Over two years (2004-2005), 20
Indigo Valley landholders (including some of the research
participants) were involved in this project and 95 hectares of
perennial vegetation was established in the valley as a result
(Appendix C, DPI Landholder Letter).
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Figure 4.6

Firewood Plantation, Cookinburra Road – Middle Indigo

Native vegetation protection is currently the major focus for funding
of on-ground works in the valley, particularly within the Chiltern-Mt
Pilot Biolink project area surrounding the National Park. The western
half of the case study area (adjacent to and west of Indigo Creek)
falls within this area. However the need to protect recognised assets
(agricultural land, soil structure and water quality) threatened by
salinity is ongoing and funding continues to be available for fencing
and revegetation projects.
4.4.2 Indigo Valley Landcare group
The Indigo Valley Landcare group was formed in 1988, following the
establishment of other nearby groups, including one in the adjacent
Huon Creek catchment. The group was formed in response to
increased awareness of environmental issues affecting the
catchment; at the time weeds, rabbits, erosion and salinity were of
most concern (Indigo Valley Landcare Catchment Plan 2004).
The group is unusual in that it charges a very small, one-off fee,
which confers lifetime membership. Whilst many members were not
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actively involved in meetings and other activities, everyone in the
valley received a regular newsletter and anyone who wished to
purchase trees could do so via the group. Consequently the whole
community was at least aware of local Landcare activities and all of
the landholders interviewed had some knowledge of, or connection
with, the local group:
No we get the newsletter and that’s it. We don’t actually attend any of their
field days or workshops or anything like that and we know that they've got
the weed sprayer up there if we do need something like that (LH20)
The valley Landcare group was very active from its inception in 1988
until about 2006; as evidenced by the level of funding accessed and
the range of projects they tackled [Table 4.4]. It had a committee with
drive and enthusiasm, and the support and involvement of the
majority of the farming community. By 2004 the group had 150+
members and had planted over 60,000 trees to provide bird and
wildlife corridors and shelter belts (Indigo Valley Catchment Plan,
2004).
The group has always subsidised the purchase of native trees and
many landholders take advantage of this service; much of the
replanting on farming properties has been done through Landcare
because of the availability of cheap trees. DPI and NECMA funding is
channelled through the group and the newsletter acts as a one-stopshop for information about available incentives.
In recent years the group has not been as active as it once was. The
newsletter is less frequent and not everyone receives it. Explanations
for this change include: older members passing away or having left
the area; some key people no longer on the committee; new
leadership with a greater environmental focus, causing conflict within
the group and alienating some of the longer term members.
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Table 4.4
Government funded projects, Indigo Valley Landcare, 1990-2006.
Source: Tom Croft; Regional Landcare Coordinator NECMA
Grant /
Incentive
National
Landcare
Program (NLP)

Project Name

Year funded

Amount

Management strategies to
overcome land degradation

1990/91
1991/92
1992/93

7,330
15,950
17,445

Communication and cooperation in
the indigo Valley

1993/94

1,368

Increasing awareness &
involvement in Indigo Valley
resource management

1994/95

3,410

1998/99
1999/00
2000/01

50,000
50,000
50,000

Tackling tree decline in the Indigo
Creek catchment

1995/96

8,650

Implementing Indigo Valley
Catchment Plan with emphasis on
groundwater management

1997/98

9,925

Complementing RCD release in the
Indigo Valley

1997/98

2,450

Indigo Valley weed control

1996/97

5,420

Containing Paterson’s Curse on the
valley watershed

1997/98

3,100

Continuing war against Paterson’s
curse

1998/99

3,460

1999/00

3,000

2000/01

3,500

2001/02

10,950

2002/03
2003/04
2004/05
2005/06

12,804
12,366
7,120
6,970

Implementing salinity management
programs in Indigo Valley / Chiltern

Tree Victoria

Rabbit Busters

Community
Weed Control
Scheme

Continuing war against Paterson’s
curse and blackberries

Second
Generation
Landcare (LC2)

Indigo Valley land restoration
project
Pest plant & animal control in Indigo
Creek catchment
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4.5

VEGETATION CHANGE

Some research suggests the extent of native vegetation on rural
properties in NE Victoria has decreased in recent decades, primarily
due to conversion of native or native dominated pastures to exotic
pasture / crops / horticulture (DSE, 2008). However broad scale
assessments do not tell the whole story, because of the difficulties
associated with identifying the early stages of change in woody
vegetation, or any stage for non woody vegetation, at anything other
than site scale. The advantage of small scale studies based on field
work and qualitative data is that they can provide evidence of change
before it becomes visible using remote sensing techniques (e.g. air
photo interpretation).
4.5.1 Evidence of change
My fieldwork and interview data, and comparison of those data with
previous photographic records, suggests that there are more trees in
the valley than there were 30−40 years ago. Longer term residents
were certain of this and most thought that Landcare was probably
responsible (directly or indirectly) for the majority of them. There is
ample on-ground evidence of numerous revegetation projects. Tree
plantings are particularly noticeable because of their location (fencelines, gullies, break of slope), shape (linear, rectangular), lack of
understorey and often uniform species composition [Figure 4.7].
There are a number of firewood plantations in the valley and one
large direct seeding site [Figure 4.8]. The revegetation projects
undertaken by the Landcare group during its early years are now
mature enough to be highly visible in the landscape and from the air.
One of the key informants worked for the CFA in the early 70’s and
he remembers middle Indigo Valley as being wide open cropped flat
country, whereas now:
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…you go through there and there’s plantations and trees and shelter belts
and things all over the place which didn’t exist 30 years ago (GA4)
Most of the increase in native vegetation extent in the valley is the
result of active planting for firewood, windbreaks, salinity and erosion
control, and creek restoration. Some of the work has been selffunded but in most cases revegetation has been government funded
or subsidised. Some gains have been offset by losses due to
drought, fire and (anecdotally) illegal clearing.
In some parts of Indigo Valley regeneration is occurring, occasionally
over quite extensive areas, either on cleared farmland or spreading
from adjacent stands of remnant vegetation [Figure 4.9]. This was
most evident on the Wodonga side of the ridge in Upper Indigo
(slightly outside of the case study area). However regeneration is
also occurring within the valley, generally away from the best
agricultural land along Indigo Creek. Figure 4.9a illustrates
regeneration on a farm property; an area that was formerly used for
cropping and grazing according to neighbours. The owner of the land
is an elderly farmer who is probably farming less actively than he
used to. Some of the lifestyle owners are inadvertently promoting
regeneration with low to zero stocking rates and seem unaware of
their entitlements to clear regrowth when it does occur. Figure 4.9b
shows regeneration occurring on a lifestyle property.
The majority of properties studied (67%) were found to have
increased woody vegetation extent; primarily because clearing is no
longer common practice and because most landholders have planted
at least some trees. A much smaller number (17%) had improved
condition (quality + extent). These estimates are based on a property
by property list of anything said in the interviews that provided
evidence of gains or losses in vegetation extent and quality.
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a)

b)

c)
Figure 4.7

Tree Plantings in the Valley:

a) linear, singles species, fence line planting, b) gully planting,
c) rectangular plot, no understorey species
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Figure 4.8

Direct seeding site, Middle Indigo

Table 4.5 illustrates the type of information landholders supplied;
sometimes the estimates of change were quantitative but more often
the evidence was of a general nature. Vegetation quality was
improving only on those properties with owners who were actively
protecting remnant vegetation. On some properties there was little
evidence of any change over time, either because gains were
balanced by losses or because the owner was not actively protecting
or planting native vegetation.
Although driving around the valley and talking to the landholders led
me to believe that there have been substantial gains in vegetation
extent, the story was a little different from a key informant
perspective. To paraphrase one of the informants (GA6) the picture
is not as nice as you’d think. He explained that driving along the
roads you get the impression that there are a lot of trees but from
above there are only thin lines of trees with big gaps in between.
Meanwhile, paddock trees and remnants are still in decline,
especially where subject to grazing, and there is still an emphasis on
planting new vegetation rather than protecting remnants.
Revegetation increases cover but not condition because vegetation
quality is not improving. Table 4.5 also has examples of data from
the key informant interviews on the topic of condition.
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a)

b)
Figure 4.9

Regeneration of native species in the valley

a) Regeneration on farming land that is no longer grazed
b) Regeneration (following fire) from an adjacent stand of mature trees.

Key informants were also questioned about the potential for
regeneration to improve native vegetation condition over time. They
all agreed that there is a fair amount of recruitment happening in the
landscape. With many farmers not as viable as they used to be there
is less likelihood of regrowth being cleared. Formerly, when regrowth
did appear on a farming property, particularly after a fire or drought, a
financially viable farmer would quickly clear or spray the regrowth.
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Table 4.5
A sample of some of the interview excerpts that provided qualitative
evidence of change in the extent and condition of native vegetation
Informant

Agency
On ‘Condition’

Anecdotal evidence of change

Q. Have extent and condition improved over the last 20 years?
They’re two very different questions I reckon, because its really difficult
to get a gain in condition, in terms of quality (GA6)
…on the whole I would tend to say that the overall quality is declining,
and despite a range of different programs, there are a number of
factors driving that decline, and probably the scale of environmental
works in the north-east is not sufficient to counterbalance that (GA7)

Landholder
Evidence of
Gain

…we get a bit of reveg sitting around where we’ve fenced off and then
we’ve kept stock out of a couple of areas and got a bit of regrowth
happening… (LH2)
…all our pastures at the minute are native, pretty well (LH1)
all these creek areas are fenced off (LH1)
…we’ve planted between two and a half and three thousand. Most of
them we’ve done ourselves (LH5)
…this block of land when I bought it only had four trees on it. Now it’s
got short of just on 12,000 trees.
We planted 3000 native trees over 4hectares. We will continue to
manage weeds/grasses in this area and develop the plantation with DPI
input (LH16)

Landholder
Evidence of
no
improvement
or loss

…we’ve bulldozed them out here, and the ones up the top there we
bulldozed too; they sort of died and half fell over (LH22)
Not a believer in tree planting (LH30)
Well, I’ve had to push a lot of ‘em over. I’ve pushed all the top end
out… I haven’t started on the bottom end here yet, but I’m gonna have
to (LH15)

Now there is less likelihood of this happening as the time and effort
involved in clearing can no longer be justified. There was less
certainty about the value of regeneration and future trajectories for
change. According to one key informant (GA7) some stages will
disappear completely if mismanaged. Another informant was not sure
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that regeneration would improve condition, at least in the early
stages of growth, because often young trees are so close together
that they don’t allow for an understorey to develop underneath.
Figure 4.9b illustrates the dense growth of trees in the early stages of
regeneration; there is little structural (and presumably functional)
variation and essentially only one species.
Much of the remnant native vegetation is on the hill slopes and
rockier land in the upper valley, presumably because the land is
steeper, less suitable for agriculture, and harder to clear. Uncleared
land is perceived to be attractive bush by potential purchasers of
amenity land. Native grasses have survived in some of the hillier
country, primarily because the rising cost of superphosphate fertiliser
meant that many farmers could no longer afford to establish
improved pastures such as Phalaris. Native pastures have proven to
be good drought refuge and have been promoted through programs
such as Evergraze.7
Certain types of vegetation change appear to be associated with the
two major landholder categories identified previously [Table 4.6].
The estimates of the degree of change are based on property-byproperty field inspections and interview evidence as illustrated in
Table 4.5. A statistic, such as 23% of farming properties exhibiting a
large increase in vegetation extent means that roughly one fifth of the
properties owned by farmers interviewed for this research had large
increases in vegetation, compared with 79% of the properties
managed by non-farming owners. The extent of change is that which

7

Evergraze is a partnership between various industries and regional catchment agencies.

The program aims to develop and test new farming systems in different environments
across the high rainfall zone of southern Australia. The idea is to increase profits of sheep
and cattle enterprises by up to 50% and at the same time improve water management,
use of perennials, biodiversity and soil health.
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can be recalled by the present owner. Most farmers in the valley
have owned their properties for longer than most non-farmers (i.e.
lifestyle owners.) This means that qualitative assessments of
changes in vegetation extent identified by farmers have occurred
over a longer timeframe than is likely to be the case for properties
owned by non-farmers.
Table 4.6

Vegetation change associated with landholder type

Change in vegetation extent
Large increase
Some increase
No net loss or gain
Nature of Change

Location of change

Farmers

Non-farmers

23%
18%
59%

79%
10%
10%

Shelter belts
Fencing out gullies
Break of slope plantings
Native pasture
Some regeneration
Strategic (fence-lines,
gullies) and secondary to
production

Covenants
Revegetation of cleared
areas
Firewood plantations
Regeneration
Anywhere
Often adjacent to existing
remnants

Although this is a best guess based on impartial information the
evidence was consistent within groups and supported by quantitative
estimates of change. The important thing to note is that there are
larger increases in extent (and quality) associated with the nonfarmer landholders. While this does not imply that farmers are not
putting in firewood plantations (they are), or that non-farmers do not
plant strategically for utilitarian purposes, the need to earn an income
from the land is a critical factor. With many farmers having addressed
past land degradation problems and planted a percentage of their
properties to trees there is less likelihood of future gain in extent:
Like most of the people along here who do the work have done it, if you
know what I mean (LH36)
However, quality may improve over time as revegetated areas
mature and new financial incentives (such as the carbon farming
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initiative) may make revegetation and regeneration on farming
properties a more financially attractive management strategy.
What the table suggests is that the future trajectory for change is
most likely to be improvements in the condition of native vegetation
associated with non-farming owners. The implications of this
statement, given the increasing number of non-farming landholders
in rural amenity areas will be discussed in later chapters.
4.5.2 Quantitative estimates of vegetation extent change
Mapping the extent of vegetation change from 1990 to 2004 [Figure
4.11] confirms that there has been an increase in the extent of woody
vegetation during this period. The location and uniform shape of
much of the extent gain indicates that most of the change is the
result of active planting for utilitarian purposes. I know from the
research interviews that most of the areas showing increases due to
regeneration are on land owned by non-farming landholders who are
actively protecting and enhancing areas of remnant vegetation.

Figure 4.10

Newly established firewood plantation, Middle Indigo
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Figure 4.11
Map of the Indigo Valley case study area showing changes in the extent of
woody vegetation (not necessarily native)
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The map does not accurately reflect the extent of more recent gains
in woody vegetation. More recent data were not available, and in any
case trees are not visible on aerial photos until the trees are at least
10 years old (pers. comm. Ian Lunt). For both reasons the
quantitative estimate of change does not capture gains from
landholder involvement in more recent incentives, nor much of the
regeneration that I observed on field trips. Figure 4.10 shows a 5
hectare firewood plantation that was planted mid 2007 but would not
yet be visible on aerial photos. However the map does clearly show
that in Indigo Valley the number of gains, and the area of gain,
substantially outweighs the number and area of losses.
The legend on Figure 4.11 refers to case study sites within the case
study area. These represent the number and distribution of the
landholders I interviewed.
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Chapter

5
Findings:
INDIGO VALLEY SOCIAL NORMS
The farm landscape is not simply a workplace, but rather, as Leopold (1939)
observed 60 years ago it is “the owner’s portrait of himself”.
Burton, 2004: 207

5.1

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I present evidence from the case study to support the
proposition that social norms in a rural community have a powerful,
(but little researched) influence on natural resource management
practices. Whilst some of the local norms do not directly influence
land management behaviour, their existence facilitates the building
and maintenance of social networks and reciprocal obligations (i.e.
social capital) that may form the foundation for future practice
change.
Many of the norms that directly influence the management of native
vegetation are ‘practice norms’. They have arisen in the farming
community and are associated with the role of farmer; hence the
focus in this chapter will be on agricultural practice norms and
farming as an occupation. A broader class of norms are cultural in
origin and indirectly shape landscape preferences and landholder
views about private property ownership. The major part of this
chapter will cover agricultural and broader cultural norms, and where
possible their history and development and the strategies used to
enforce them. There is evidence that some of these norms
are changing with the move away from full-time farming, the influx of
non-farming landholders and government investment in NRM
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programs but I will touch on this only briefly here. Chapters 6 and 7
will look at changing norms and explore in greater depth the
influence of investment and demographic change on Indigo Valley
norms.
The case study data presented here and in the following two
chapters are described and interpreted with reference to the literature
on social norms, providing both the rationale for inclusion and a
starting point for further discussion. Selected extracts from the
interviews are used for illustration and clarification. The chapter
concludes with a summary of the key norms and findings and
addresses the first of the three central research questions, outlined in
Chapter 1 of the thesis [Section 1.3] and reiterated below [Figure 5.1]

Question 1
How have social norms directly & indirectly influenced the
management of native vegetation on private land?
Question 2
What role has government investment in Landcare had in
maintaining or establishing social norms?
Question 3
How might social interactions between the farming community
and newer residents be influencing, and influenced by, local
social norms?

Figure 5.1

5.2

The Central Research Questions

THE ROLE OF FARMER

I begin with the role of farmer because although Indigo Valley is now
a fairly even mix of farmer and non-farmer landholders this wasn’t the
case in the late 1980s when Landcare began. At that time the
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majority of property owners were farmers who had lived in the valley
for a long time; and so they were the dominant influence in the
community. Farmers also have larger properties and hence their land
management practices have had a greater impact on the landscape
in the past. Understanding individual and community perceptions
about ‘what a good farmer is and ‘what a good farmer does’
contributes to an understanding of the associated norms as will be
explained. The latter are well established in the Indigo Valley
community and strongly influence both farmer and non-farmer
behaviour.
5.2.1 Farmer identity
A person’s role (farmer, doctor, student, or friend) is associated with
a “remarkably complex network of appropriate norms” (Sunstein,
1995:15). Individuals may not be able to articulate these norms but
understand nonetheless what the role entails. The Indigo Valley
farmers I interviewed were mostly older men who could be described
as ‘traditional farmers’ in that farming is an occupation they were
born into. With little formal education…
Oh I would’ve been a farmer I suppose but I still should’ve been better
educated. Sort of had to give it away for the farm in those days and just
worked your way from there (LH27)
…many of the norms and practices associated with that occupation
would have been acquired through a process of socialisation from a
young age; not from institutional learning but from family and the
farming community. Other occupations are different in that
associated norms are acquired later in life and perhaps have less
influence. According to social identity theory, social roles come with
certain expectations, and an identity such as farmer will be based
upon a set of internalised role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000);
engaging in behaviours consistent with that role will validate a
person’s status as a member and generate self-esteem (Callero,
1985, Burton, 2004b).
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Analysis of the interview data indicated that there were particular
characteristics and behaviour associated with the role of ‘traditional
farmer’ that signalled to others that an individual was a ‘good’ farmer
or a ‘bad’ farmer. A ‘good farmer’ in this valley is widely perceived to
be a highly skilled, practical, resourceful individual who works hard
and gets as much out of the land as possible. Along with keeping the
land clear, a ‘good’ farmer controls weeds and pests, maintains
fences, and ‘improves’ the land with regular fertiliser application; it is
taken for granted that these tasks are necessary if you want to be
seen to be doing your job properly. Being ‘seen’ here is not just a
figure of speech; the agricultural practices of farmers are highly
visible to others, especially other farmers. The Indigo Valley farmers
all seemed to know who was doing what, and where, and how well
they were doing:
… he’s making a very good living on his [stock type], because he’s an
intense operation and does a very good job at it (LH28)
So we’re just watching to see what he does because that ground hasn’t got
the guts in it that our ground’s got (LH22)
…the one that sold that hill at the back of the house. I know the son-inlaw… where I take the eggs, it’s his son-in-law that’s bought it and he
knows nothing about farming (LH30)
In western society people are judged not only by their behaviour but
by outward signs of material success. In the case study context a
‘good’ farmer was also a financially successful one and that success
was built on by acquiring more land, even if this meant having to
borrow money if a nearby paddock came up for sale. This was also a
way of providing for the next generation:
It was much easier then for our father to sort of accumulate more land and
for all his sons then to become farmers (LH9)
Some Indigo landholders were in awe of a local farmer who was said
to own ‘squillions of acres’ in the valley and surrounds, an
exaggerated claim, but one that demonstrates that ownership of land
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(the more the better) confers status on individuals. By the same
token a farmer may be reluctant to part with land especially if it has
been in the family for generations; there appears to be a moral
obligation to retain property, even if it is no longer viable to farm, or
when rising land prices make subdivision an attractive proposition:
If someone old dies and has got no family, well theirs has got to be sold, but
you’d sort o’ just try and keep hold of your country... (LH15)
If you’ve been reared on it all your life, you’d find it [land] is probably one
of the last things you’d sell I’d say (LH27)
Letting go of land that has been in the family for a long time can lead
to feelings of failure:
Say if the drought keeps going and I end up going broke well I tell you what
it’d be, you know like an incredible pressure on you… to think that you
failed after all these years. You know, they got through but it’s not gonna be
me (LH1)
There was an element of stigma associated with the sale of land, in
that others perceived it was a failure of sorts:
I’d say they sold it for money, that’s what they sold it for, because they
weren’t real good managers. They had a fair bit o’ country out in the hills,
they sold it too… I don’t know what happened to the money there… but we
know they sold it for money because they needed the money to survive on
(LH22)
Ownership of land is part of a farmer’s self-identity and a source of
pride. One farmer nearing retirement captures the ideal of the
successful farmer in a beautifully understated way:
I’ve made ends meet here and also bought a little bit o’country on the side
too (LH15)
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5.2.2 Pest plant and animal control
Practices relating to weed and pest control have a long history in
rural areas. Extensive clearing of native vegetation and farming
methods that reduce complex systems to simpler ones (Smiley,
1997) have created ideal environments for opportunistic plants and
animals that are labelled weeds and pests when they become a
nuisance. In the case study area these practices are linked to the
clearing of native vegetation, not only because land clearance has
created disturbance that favours weeds, but also because the
remaining native vegetation, especially shrubs and ground covers, is
seen to harbour pests such as rabbits and kangaroos.
Weed control was a recurring theme through all the research
interviews, with farmers unanimous in their view that weed control
was a duty and that ‘looking after your weeds’ was something
everyone was expected to do8. Norms pertaining to weed control
were clearly ‘no-tolerance norms’ (Shelby et al. 1996) characterised
by majority agreement about what constitutes responsible weed
management behaviour. The uncontested nature of weed control
practices and the associated norms is a measure of their strength,
making it costly for any individuals who fail to conform (Lessig, 1995).
No-one questioned the right of individuals to act against those who
do not conform. Where a landholder does not voluntarily comply with
these expectations farmers are liable to take matters into their own
hands if they think this is the best option. For example:
So next day he came down with his spraying equipment and sprayed it all
out. He said I didn’t want to have farmland each side of this huge seed bank
of [weed x]. He told him how serious it was and the chap felt a bit sort of
guilty about it and said it probably came with feed I bought for feeding my
horses. So he was right on top of the man who was totally ignorant of the
seriousness of this little soft looking weed (LH9)
8

Weed control in Australia is meant to be the responsibility of landholders and field
officers used to police this law. Social pressure from other landholders with a
vested interest in weed control is now more effective than legislation that is no
longer enforced.
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Without exception, non-farmer property owners interviewed for this
study acknowledged that they also had a responsibility to carry out
weed and pest control. These newer landholders were conscious that
if they didn’t manage their weeds the local farmers would be ‘on to
them’; this might take the form of gossip, or direct communication, or,
as in the example above, direct action to enforce the norm. One life
style owner said he didn’t have any problems with the neighbouring
farmers because ‘he did his bit’ (LH23) in keeping the weeds down.
Another spoke of weed control in a manner that suggested there was
a moral imperative to ‘do the right thing’. The use of words such as
‘should’ and ‘ought’ and ‘obligation,’ as in “you’ve got an obligation to
look after your weeds” (LH18), signified the existence of these norms.
Government policies seem to have shifted the onus for weed control
onto the community as evidenced by the amount of funding available
for community groups wishing to undertake a range of weed control
projects. Some of the older farmers lamented the fact that
landholders are no longer prosecuted by government departments
for not spraying weeds and there was a perception that a small
percentage of lifestyle owners were failing to undertake these tasks,
creating an additional burden for those who make their living from the
land. The Indigo Valley data do not support this view as all of the
lifestyle owners were careful (‘scrupulous’ was how one interviewee
described her husband) about weed control; one of the key
informants said to me that it’s a rural myth that the hobby farmers
have all the weeds.
The strong farming norms associated with weed and pest control
have both positive and negative consequences for the management
of native vegetation. Grazing animals (kangaroos and rabbits) can
seriously damage new growth of native vegetation, and weeds can
smother natives and prevent the establishment of new plantings. So
pest plant and animal control can be beneficial for native vegetation
revegetation and regeneration, provided native vegetation is not
thought of as a weed. On the other hand strong norms prescribing
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traditional (chemical) methods of control make it difficult for
landholders to trial or implement alternative practices because of the
associated social cost of doing so. One couple was using an
alternative (biological) approach to weed control but they were
paying the price socially, ostracised by local farmers and very
conscious of the fact that they were the subject of local gossip and
censure.
Chemical control is inexpensive relative to its effectiveness because
the impact is selective and labour costs are reduced. Whilst this can
be of benefit to native vegetation if the aim is to encourage weed free
growth, the alternative scenario is that chemicals offer a cheap,
unobtrusive (difficult to detect) means of controlling regrowth. This is
not illegal on private property but it can result in new growth being
eliminated as a matter of course in situations where it might
otherwise have been left:
So yeah, there was a lot of regrowth right through there after the fires and
on this side of ___ Road too, but most of it’s been sprayed out (LH2).

5.2.3 Fertiliser use
The use of fertiliser to ‘improve’ the land was another practice that
was commonly referred to during interviews. For a farmer seeking to
maximise production there are sound practical reasons for applying
fertiliser; the effects are visible, pasture is more vigorous and there is
more groundcover and fewer weeds. However strong norms
advocating specific practices (such as the application of a particular
chemical) can make some landholders reluctant to trial new methods
or seek alternatives, and slow to perceive the benefits of doing so.
Most people want to be seen to be doing the right thing because they
value the good opinion of others (McAdams, 1997) and the Indigo
valley landholders were no exception. If the common belief in farming
communities is that being a good custodian means ‘improving’ the
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land with applications of chemical, and that not doing so is
considered poor land management, then the social cost of not
fertilising is high. It seemed to be a universally accepted truth among
the Indigo Valley landholders, farmers in particular, that pasture
improvement required the application of fertiliser and that ‘good land’
is land that has a ‘good history’ of fertiliser use:
… it’s got a good history of fertiliser. They’ve been there for fifty-odd years,
and I think if they can’t do the hills with tractors conventionally, they’ll
actually get it flown on, super, so they’re very good custodians (LH10)
…this block was really abused, never supered, no fertiliser history at all
(LH10)
One impact of regular fertiliser application (and the norm that
supports it) is that native grasses that thrive in the absence of
chemical fertilisation are sometimes not valued. In the words of a few
there was an implicit assumption that anything that grows without the
use of fertiliser is ‘unimproved’ and “lowly productive” as one farmer
(LH11) described native pastures. Underlying this assumption is the
view that nature can be improved upon and that aiming to conserve
biodiversity means compromising production outcomes. This is
typified by the claims of one farmer (LH27) who told me that you
cannot fatten stock on native grasses; he was adamant that native
pastures were “quite valueless”:
I’ve just always thought it was one of the best investments I ever made
getting rid of the native pastures (LH11)
The above attitudes to native pasture were however a minority view.
Other Indigo Valley landholders do value native pasture because it
doesn’t need fertiliser, responds quickly to summer rain, and
provides year round groundcover and drought refuge. A combination
of drought, the increased cost of superphosphate fertiliser and fuel,
and government investment in the promotion of native pasture
species had altered attitudes to native grasses, and perhaps in time
there will be new understandings of what ‘improving’ the land means.
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5.2.4 Attitudes to native vegetation
One of the topics that guided the interviews for this research was
landholder views about native vegetation; did they value it, did they
actively manage, encourage or conserve it? Although I asked about
native vegetation in general, responses often referred only to trees
unless I asked specifically about groundcover, shrubs and native
grasses.
At one end of the landholder spectrum were those who did not value
native vegetation (trees in particular) because although they were
aesthetically pleasing, in most other respects they were a nuisance:
The only benefit trees are to me is looks (LH28)
He said you want to put a bloody ring round that tree up on the side of the
hill there, he said, its taking all the good out o’ your paddock up there. So I
did (LH30)
Another Indigo farmer owns a bush block that he purchased years
ago with the intention of eventually ‘knocking it over’. Over the years
it has been a source of timber for firewood and fencing. Now there is
legislation to prevent the clearance of remnant vegetation, although
the owner wishes it were otherwise:
Well it bloody wouldn’t be there if I was allowed to clear it (LH27)
The farmer concerned has no intention of selling the block but
considers it next to useless “only good for feeding kangaroos” (LH27).
My assessment is that unless this land changes hands in the future it
is unlikely that the owner will actively protect the vegetation unless
there is a financial incentive to do so.
Indigo Valley farmers used expressions such as “bloody bush” (LH1)
“rough country” (LH15) and “fringe country” (LH25) to refer to marginal
or uncleared land. It may be that they were simply describing land
that is unsuitable for agriculture but there also seemed to be an
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associated value judgement about the worth of native vegetation; a
judgement that is not conducive to remnant protection.
One of the farmers I interviewed fitted the general profile of the
traditional farmer but seemed more open to new ideas. He spoke for
instance about the successful trialling of dung beetles on his land.
His wife was actively involved in Landcare. They planted hundreds of
trees on their property and could obviously see the benefits of having
trees on farms. However, he had this to say about a nearby lifestyle
landholder:
They’ve planted a lot of trees on what was once productive grazing country
(LH9)
The way this is said implies that this is not such a great thing, that
good farming land has been 'lost to trees'. This reflects the
ambivalence expressed by most farmers when they talked of tree
planting. Even those farmers who want to plant trees and who have
planted trees are in two minds about them. For similar reasons most
farmers prefer revegetation to regeneration because ‘a tree in the
wrong place is a weed’ and regeneration is considered a sign of
neglect [See also 5.3.2 Landscape preferences]. So although
farmers are willing to plant trees they are less inclined to encourage
or conserve native vegetation unless it occurs on marginal land:
…most trees that are sown are just sown in areas where they can afford to
be withheld from grazing and they just leave them (LH9)
A non-farmer who has lived in the valley for about 15 years and was
actively involved in Landcare made the following observation:
See I think overall there’s been more trees planted and you can certainly see
lots of shelter belt type plantings have gone on but not much in the way of
natural reveg (LH2)
Here an older farmer clearly shows his preference for trees in the
right place and for a particular purpose:
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Yeah well, he planted enough of them down there. But he planted them
methodically sort of thing. But this down here is just a wilderness (LH30)
Many urban dwellers make a mental separation between wilderness
areas and the highly modified landscapes in which they live
(Mulligan, 2001). This came to mind when I asked one landholder
whether he liked native vegetation. I interpreted his response to
mean that he liked the idea of large protected areas of native
vegetation and that native vegetation has some intrinsic value for
him:
Oh, no, I do, yeah. Yeah, I’m not against you know, all the – I love the
country up around Queensland. You know, you see those big parks and
those… beautiful aren’t they? (LH15)
However this farmer was not so keen on the native vegetation on his
own land because it interferes with the business of making a living.
He is further quoted at the bottom of p145 in relation to the future
loss of vegetation should it begin to interfere with production goals.
Another farmer agreed that farmers on the whole are not too fond of
native vegetation, but this is partly because they’ve grown up thinking
that regrowth is a nuisance and has to be cleared; that is they have
been socialised from a young age with knowledge that has been
handed down through generations of farmers:
I think it’s from past sort of history and them being perhaps a bit
antagonistic towards trees when they were in the younger generation having
to clear a lot of the regrowth (LH9)
There may also be a tendency for those that have grown up in rural
areas to take the local vegetation for granted:
…the trees in the back paddock have always been there, so why do you need
to do much about them (GA6)
Most of the farmers I spoke with had production-oriented attitudes to
land management; maintaining or increasing agricultural production
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in their role as food producers was their main priority. One farmer
thought that good land was wasted on lifestyle owners who weren’t
contributing anything to the food chain and all farmers thought that
good land should be used for farming:
One day they’re gonna regret this…breaking up into all these… good blocks
of land, like farms and that into little farmlets and all that and they are
doing nothing for the food chain at all. Nothing. They’re taking it all away.
I mean they’ve got a pet horse and a goat or something that’s of no value to
anybody (LH27)
I cannot resist including this quote from another farmer who had
planted trees along many of his fence lines where they served a
purpose (as windbreaks and shelterbelts) but didn’t interfere with
agricultural production. He was referring here to a neighbouring
property that was being extensively revegetated:
…to see this top quality land go into trees gives me the shits (LH25)
The evidence so far suggests that the older farmers in Indigo Valley
find it difficult to overcome the deeply held conviction that good fertile
land should be used for agriculture. Social norms acquired early in
life are thought to be the most influential (Critto, 1999) and Ellickson
(1991) suggests that external socialising forces tend to be a more
powerful influence on behaviour than reflection. This does not mean
that new knowledge and experience will not lead to changes in
norms and behaviour but the underlying belief may conflict with what
a person knows intellectually to be a better course of action. One
possible consequence of this prioritisation is the continued and future
loss of native vegetation if it interferes with production goals:
So I actually just got the dozer in last year and… it cost me, out of my
pocket, about 5 or $6000 to do that, just the top end of the creek there. But
now, it’s done a lovely job – it’s all clean. The cattle can walk through
there, graze, and I’ve got a farm for running cattle, not for, well, growin’
trees (LH15)
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An exogenous shock such as an environmental event can trigger a
change in societal norms. Drought for example might give rise to new
norms supporting conservation of water, and natural disasters (such
as fire) may trigger norms of mutual support (Ellickson, 2001). Fire
and drought were recurrent themes in the Indigo Valley data and
there were numerous anecdotes about the community pulling
together during the recent (2003, 2009) fires that threatened the
valley and surrounds. In terms of building social capital the fires have
had a positive impact on the community but the impact on native
vegetation (in terms of landholder perceptions) has not been so
positive.
The data indicate that recent fires have altered attitudes towards
native vegetation and perhaps undermined some of the progress
made in promoting its value. Where prior to the drought and 2003
fires some landholders were enthusiastic about putting in corridors to
connect areas of remnant vegetation there is a general feeling now
that vegetation corridors may act as a conduit for fire:
…after that fire in 2003 went through there, people were saying, “Ah we’ve
got too many trees. I’m not planting trees ever again.” (GA3)
…native vegetation has got to be in balance if we’re going to be safe.
Native vegetation as far as the Eucalypt is concerned, is diabolical, close to
houses. I think there’s a place for it, for sure. There’s certainly a place for
native grasses, I don’t have any problem there, but you know I really think
that if a lot of these folk who have perished in the bushfires, had had
ornamental trees surrounding their houses, their houses would’ve survived,
and they would’ve survived. The native vegetation is just like an inferno
ready to explode outside your place. And I think there’s a place for it, don’t
get me wrong, I’m not saying get rid of it entirely, but keep it well away
from any living areas (LH34)
The fires in Indigo Valley were upsetting for some of the landholders
who live on bush blocks and genuinely value native vegetation. LH14
(see below) had just moved onto their block when it was hit by fire in
2003. The couple keep the vegetation well back from their house
now and don’t feel entirely comfortable during the summer months.
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Another lifestyle owner said the 2003 fires created a lot of anger
about the way the fire was managed and the fact that neighbouring
property owners were unprepared (presumably increasing the risk for
others). LH18 also felt that some of the established farmers were
thinking ‘well it serves you right’ although no direct evidence was
provided. LH31 conveys a sentiment that was not uncommon among
Indigo Valley non-farming landholders:
In general, I love native vegetation I’m just a bit frightened of it now (LH31)
…the reason we came here was for the native vegetation to a certain extent.
It changed significantly after the 2003 fires. And that’s when we started to
run some sheep. We didn’t have any livestock on here at all before that. And
it was really one, to keep the grass down, because it bloomed. There was a
lot of weed. And I suppose I lost my passion a little bit after the fires (LH14)
I asked one of the key informants about fire and how it affects
community attitudes to native vegetation. I was surprised that no-one
questioned the logic of building homes in high risk areas when I later
read the remark about being responsible where we plant trees. The
implications are that revegetation is acceptable if planted in locations
which don’t impact upon human activities. It follows that remnant
vegetation and regeneration, if considered a fire hazard, are unlikely
to be encouraged or protected by landholders, apart from those who
have strong pro-environmental values. Fear of fire is therefore
reinforcing existing farmer attitudes to native vegetation as described
in the section below:
…we really should be being responsible about where we plant trees (GA4)
…you need trees but as long as your trees are planted and they’re the right
sort of trees and your assets are in the right spot and you’re protected and
they’re not providing a fuse to burn your neighbour out and all that
planning (GA4)
Years of drought and reduced farm viability have had a positive and
negative impact on the extent of native vegetation in the valley. One
key informant viewed drought as a catalyst for incremental change
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within individuals and within communities and although he wasn’t
referring to Indigo Valley it was evident that similar adjustments to
water use and stocking rates were being made within the case study
area:
…in the Upper Murray, the way they’re coping now is ten times better than
how they coped in 2003; most of them up there had never seen it dry like
that before and just didn’t know what to do and just didn’t understand;
thought they could always keep doing the same things. But now you find a
hell-of-a-lot of them have destocked in time, or they’ve sorted out their
water and feed, so they’ve organised, they’ve prepared, they’ve planned
(GA5)
The key informants for this research had between them decades of
experience as NRM practitioners. Their dealings with numerous
landholders, Landcare groups and rural communities gave them a
much broader perspective on change. The individual landholder
might not agree but from an NRM professional perspective:
…drought’s a good thing in some respects because it puts limits on the
ability of the land to deliver, and it emphasises the natural evolution and
adaptation of native vegetation. Particularly in a pasture sense in that those
hillside back country paddocks become drought refuge, and they’re really
important. And so the once-in-a-lifetime drought was always considered to
be good in that regard, because it put a check on the unrealistic expectation
that the land be able to just deliver, regardless of what you did to it (GA6).
The drought and climate change have sort of been a promotional tool… [for
the environment] (LH8)

5.2.5 Clearing of native Vegetation
From the early years of settlement in Australia clearing of trees was
considered necessary for the provision of agricultural land, and
government incentives later encouraged tree clearing (Bartel, 2004;
Lawrence et al. 2004). For generations of farmers it has been
standard (normative) practice to ‘grub the wattles’, remove trees that
get in the way of production, and keep regrowth in check. Successive
generations have continued this practice. The following criticism of
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one recommended practice made me wonder whether some of the
older farmers felt obligated to honour the work of their forbears; in
other words had clearing of regrowth become an internalised norm:
Probably three generations of us have grubbed out wattles and these geese
want to plant ‘em (LH25)
Internalised norms are known to be very resistant to change
(McAdams, 1997; Ellickson, 2001) and this may partly explain the
reluctance of farmers to discontinue a practice which is gradually
becoming culturally unacceptable within the wider (non-farming)
community. For a small percentage of farmers clearing of native
vegetation is still the norm, and a necessity, and a social
consequence of this behaviour is that native vegetation is not valued;
it’s “alright in the right place” (LH27) but in the wrong place most
farmers think it is messy, a waste of good farming land, makes
access and management difficult and can become a fire hazard:
…see it’s a fire risk with the trees. You know you got bush on this side and
bush on that side which makes it rotten to be near if there’s a fire and
there’s bloody bush there so that’s one thing (LH1)
…look at these little, skinny little gum trees and the wattles that last about
four years, next thing you've got a fire risk area (LH25)
Land clearance legislation now prohibits the clearing of substantial
areas of remnant native vegetation and mature regrowth but this
regulation does not prevent illegal clearing on a localised scale. This
generally goes unreported although anecdotally it does occur. One
farmer is unlikely to report another farmer and lifestyle landholders
who disapprove are prevented from doing so by the unwritten code of
silence that discourages a person from ‘dobbing’ on a neighbour.
This is one of those situations in which there are conflicting norms.
There are those of the potential informant versus those of
landholders who feel that illegal clearing is warranted. Norms of trust
also come into play. Good relations with a neighbour involve an
element of trust and betrayal destroys trust. Implicit in the words of
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this lifestyle landholder is the reality that for this individual the social
reality is more important than regulation:
You’re not supposed to but who listens, I mean we’ve got neighbours who
just clear the whole land you know on the pretence that – I don’t know what
the pretence is … but no-one is there to watch them. No-one cares unless a
neighbour dobs them in and do you want to be that neighbour? (LH18)
It is possible that social norms that would prevent the clearing of
native vegetation (at any scale) are either not widespread or strong
enough to prevent minor illegal actions. In the above instance the
potential social consequence of breaking trust with a neighbour is
overriding an individual’s desire to prevent the clearing of trees.
Compare this to views about weed control. If someone doesn't 'look
after their weeds' then sanctions will be applied because there is a
clear social norm pertaining to weed control. Native vegetation on the
other hand is not valued enough by the wider community to have
generated social norms that render any harming of native vegetation
unacceptable behaviour. Within the case study area most
landholders did not question the right of government to prevent the
clearing of large tracts of native vegetation but at the property scale
the reality is reflected in the following statement:
Large scale, they’ve got their hands tied. But the little bit that we want to
do, if we want to knock a tree down, we knock it down (LH22)

5.3

LOCAL & CULTURAL NORMS

Norms and practices associated with rural land management sit
within a broader cultural context. Cultural norms reflect societal
values and preferences; in this context those of western developed
countries and to a lesser extent some that may be typically
Australian. Cultural norms are generally higher level norms that are
more widespread than local or group norms, although the latter are
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the level at which concrete norms are formed and translated into
behaviour.
The case study norms presented in the following section have an
indirect but nonetheless powerful influence on landholder behaviour;
some of them reflect the social construction of the environment
through language, and underlying assumptions about our relationship
to the land.
5.3.1 Local norms
Many of the norms in any community can be considered local norms
in that they are the manifest or concrete aspects of broader cultural
norms (McAdams, 1997; Will, 1997). Additionally they might be
considered substantive in a theoretical sense in that they are specific
to a particular context. McAdams (1997) proposes that narrow
‘concrete’ norms often implement broad ‘abstract’ norms, the latter
defining the social meaning of the behaviour the narrow norm
requires. To give an example, being a good neighbour is a broader
cultural norm that will be acted out in different ways in different
contexts. One aspect of being a good neighbour in the Indigo Valley
community is described below.
There is a local custom in the valley that goes something like ‘ideally
a family shouldn’t be here more than a week without a neighbour on
their doorstep to welcome them into the area’. It was evident that
some of the longer term families in the valley were instrumental in
welcoming new residents to the valley (and not every new owner
mentioned this practice so it may be selective), but those that did
were surprised and grateful to be so warmly welcomed:
…there are key families that have taken it upon themselves to nurture new
people who’ve come to the area (LH16)
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I think the ___ family have had a lot to do with opening the valley up by
making it welcome for people… they went out of their way to do that and
were heavily involved in all the different groups and I think that broke down
the barriers (LH2)
Well it was just amazing, there were like about 20 people that they invited to
meet the new people that were coming out and it was just lovely (LH31)
This local norm may be merely an expression of goodwill or
neighbourliness and/or it may stem from the belief that there will be
benefits for the community if newcomers are made to feel welcome.
One interviewee said people are proud of the fact that they live in
Indigo Valley and local customs that demonstrate that the valley
community is a friendly one may contribute to this feeling. Whilst a
custom is not necessarily a norm unless there are expectations that
the custom should be followed, hospitality to strangers is a gesture
that most people would be inclined to emulate or feel obligated to
return. A custom so well received will be spread by word of mouth
and if value is attached to the behaviour then failing to welcome a
new neighbour might be seen as letting the community down or even
perceived to be a social slight.
The above example could be considered a local expression of the
higher level norm of reciprocity which imposes obligations in
response to benefits received. This norm can be a starting
mechanism for new social relations (Gouldner, 1960), an important
process in an area like Indigo Valley undergoing demographic
change.
Norms of social responsibility can oblige people to help others, even
if they are reluctant to do so or don’t think that the one requiring help
is deserving of assistance. There may be an element of self-interest
at stake if, for instance, the helping involves the repair of boundary
fences; or a desire to contribute to the general health of the
community by ensuring that things are running well in the valley. The
farmers may derive satisfaction from demonstrating their practical
skills and feel proud of their expertise and local knowledge; this is
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good for morale and earns them esteem in the eyes of the small land
owner. The small land owner will appreciate the help and advice, and
social bonds are formed as a by-product of the interaction:
I’ve heard a couple of comments from people who’ve been farming here for
ages and they get a bit annoyed with the small land owners who really are
so impractical who don’t know how to do this or that and they’re always
calling on their help. And they kind of screw up their noses and say oh, city
slickers. But they do help them (LH16)
Norms of social responsibility also compel people in small
communities to volunteer and support local organisations such as the
school and the CFA:
If you’re going to live in these communities, you’ve got to pull your weight
(LH34)
Coleman (1990) describes a prescriptive norm that says that one
should forego self-interest to act in the interests of a group or a
community and Uphoff (2000) talks of solidarity, the norm of helping
others, of ‘standing together’ as a group or community. These are
higher level norms that rest upon the belief that others will also be
willing to act selflessly and acting on this belief creates a feeling of
camaraderie and belonging when people get together to make things
happen. One interviewee (LH16) commented that there is a lot of
goodwill in a community like Indigo Valley and evidence of this was
the strength of the local branch of the CFA. I asked one lifestyle
landholder whether they belonged to the CFA and the reply was yes,
“you have to” (LH23). Another lifestyle owner (LH14) said: “we’re all
part of the CFA” and I took that to mean that the whole community
was involved:
…the glue of the community of this valley is the school and the fire-shed
(LH16)
These local norms in Indigo Valley do not directly influence land
management practices but they ensure that community members
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interact in ways that promote co-operation between individuals and
foster a sense of belonging and pride in the community. Social
capital can only be accumulated via social interactions within a
community and in Indigo Valley local social norms encourage people
to welcome newcomers, be neighbourly and volunteer. These local
norms therefore underpin the supply of social capital in the
community without which community natural resource management
initiatives are less likely to succeed.
5.3.2 Landscape preferences
In western society most people prefer that rural and urban areas look
well cared for (Thayer, 1989; Nassauer, 1995b; Cary & Williams,
2000); this creates expectations that fences should be maintained,
lawns be kept trimmed, dead wood be tidied up and native regrowth
be cleared. These tasks are normative in that most people do them,
thereby modelling the behaviour and keeping the norm of tidiness
active. The norm is reinforced by negative gossip about lack of pride
in ownership and positive reinforcement by means of tidy town
competitions and the like. In rural areas neatness and order are the
visible signs of a good stewardship and land management
(Nassauer, 1995a; 1997).
In rural areas there are some good practical reasons why this
preference for tidiness may have come about, in that ‘dead and
down’ timber can be a health and safety issue and/or make the
management of some areas more onerous, but this does not explain
the perception that native vegetation, particularly the understorey and
fallen debris is of little value:
Like those trees all fall over, what have you got – rubbish? (LH15)
Many of the research interviews contained expressions that reflect a
common understanding that caring for the land means keeping it well
maintained in the same way that people maintain their homes and
gardens. There were numerous references to ‘tidying up’ roadsides,
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partly to reduce fire hazards but also because ‘neatness’ is what
people like and perceive to be socially desirable:
Oh, we’ve got lots o’ dead wood layin’ around. We have been tidying up a
bit lately, just cleaning up (LH3)
We’ve got a lot of trees, and trees are a damn nuisance. Talk to __ he’s
spent a lot of time planting trees when he retired… and he’s been forever
cleaning up after ‘em (LH22)
These broader cultural norms that prefer and reward tidiness build
on, and amplify, the farming norms described above. They may
contribute to the maintenance of fences and the reduction of fire
hazards but they also reinforce the perception that native vegetation
is a nuisance and discourage landholders from encouraging its
growth.
It may be that more effort should be made to alter some of these
broader cultural norms; a top down rather than bottom up approach
to changing norms that prevent native vegetation being fully
appreciated.
5.3.3 Private property rights
Although actual rights and responsibilities as defined by current legal
standards are gradually changing (Shogren et al. 2003) there is a
general acceptance in western societies, including Australia, that
ownership of land gives the landholder significant control over most
aspects of land management and use. This cultural norm, or to be
more accurate this cluster of norms, encourages decisions that can
be justified on the grounds that a person has a right to manage their
land as they see fit. The Indigo Valley data clearly indicated that this
cultural norm takes precedence over other norms; and that legislation
dictating what can and can’t be done is resented:
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…like you can’t even pick up a dead stick because it might have an insect
underneath it. You’re supposed to get permission to cut a tree up for
firewood on your own property (LH22)
One couple who owned a bush block with a whole of property
covenant attached to the land spoke of the difficulty they were having
in selling. Their 20 hectare block had been for sale for almost two
years and the owners suspected that the covenant was deterring
potential buyers:
I think most people are put off by the fact that they’re buying, or they’re
paying you know, x amount of dollars for a house and land, and, to me they
have the feeling that it’s not completely within their control… They are
restricted in doing things on the property (LH8)
…a lot of people don’t want to be told they can’t do anything on their own
place (LH4)
Although Indigo landholders had a range of views about the
appropriate use of private land, the taken-for-granted social meaning
of private land ownership also means that individuals don’t question
others’ decisions even where they might not agree with them. There
will be circumstances in which this generalisation might not hold
because other norms are more salient or have greater strength. This
was illustrated earlier in this chapter [Section 5.2.2] by the anecdote
about the farmer who felt that he had a right to trespass in order to
enforce a strongly held norm prescribing weed control. Generally
however the rights associated with private property ownership were a
given:
But yeah, you’ll get landholders who feel that the land is theirs and they can
do what they pretty much like with it I guess. But I mean you know, each to
their own (LH14)
LH14, a lifestyle owner who lives on a bush block and values native
vegetation, responded to a question about clearing of regrowth
entitlements with the observation that some people feel that private
land is theirs to use as they wish, as he says above, and he was fine
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with that. Whether or not other landholders are entitled to clear can
be irrelevant; for this person, ownership rights, perhaps in
combination with other norms (such as the one described below)
overrode any personal objections he might have had to the removal
of native vegetation.
Another cultural belief that perhaps reinforces the strength of norms
associated with private property ownership is that concerning the
right of the individual. Cultures are known to differ in the extent to
which cooperation, competition or individualism are dominant
(Triandis et al.1988). Although there are elements of individualism
and collectivism in all societies, Western cultures have a
predominantly individualistic ethos whereby the emphasis is on the
individual, as opposed to the group or community (Kagitcibasi, 1997).
In Indigo Valley this respect for individual autonomy is expressed
above in the words of LH14 “each to their own.” This attitude was most
evident in the case study data where green lifestyle owners9 were
expressing their views on some of the traditional farming practices.
They might not agree with them but turn a blind eye to minor
transgressions (such as illegal land clearing) because they also
respect the rights of the individual and the rights associated with
private property ownership:
You’re not supposed to but who listens, I mean we’ve got neighbours who
just clear the whole land you know on the pretence that – I don’t know what
the pretence is … but no-one is there to watch them. No-one cares unless a
neighbour dobs them in and do you want to be that neighbour? (LH18)
The above excerpt was quoted in Section 5.2.4 Clearing of Native
Vegetation. I restate it here to illustrate that in this particular instance
there may be a number of norms working in concert to produce this

9

The Green non-farmer (as defined in Chapter 4) is likely to be living on a bush block and
actively protecting or enhancing native vegetation. It is unlikely that the land is being used
to generate an income and the owners are likely to be interested in government programs
which assist them to manage remnant vegetation.
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outcome. There are those concerning private property rights and the
rights of the individual, norms of trust (neighbourliness) and the
cultural norm that says people should mind their own business and
not interfere with the affairs of others that don’t concern them.
5.3.4 Land stewardship / custodianship
Land stewardship has been defined as “a personal ethic, internally
driven and reflecting an individual, voluntary standard”, often with a
spiritual foundation (Earl et al. 2010a: 688). A stewardship ethic is
therefore identical to the concept of a personal / internalised norm i.e.
an internal set of values that give rise to a conviction that a particular
action is the right thing to do rather than an externally imposed
societal obligation:
…you respect the bush. You don’t plunder it; you respect it, and accept it,
because you’re only chosen to be there. You don’t own anything (LH12)
As discussed in the literature review [Chapter 2, Section 2.5]
internalised norms start out as injunctive norms that act as an
external constraint on behaviour. A stewardship ethic must therefore
stem from a more abstract cultural norm that is universally held, even
by those who may not act upon it. This norm is about taking
responsibility for someone or something in one’s care; but as with all
abstract norms the narrower definition of what this might entail will
vary from individual to individual and in different contexts.
One landholder perceived neighbouring owners to be a ‘good
custodians’ because they regularly fertilised their land. They were
also perceived to be ‘guardians of the valley’ for the reason given
below. There is an element of self-interest in this statement in that
keeping farmland intact will preserve features of the valley that these
lifestyle owners value; in other words this conception of stewardship
is more about preserving the look of the valley than its ecological
health:
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…we know that they’re never going to be tempted to subdivide and flog off
parcels of land. So this end of the valley should hopefully stay fairly pristine
(LH10)
Other landholders felt they had a duty to ensure that their land was
passed on or sold to new owners whom they could trust to protect
and preserve the native vegetation. These were the owners who
valued native vegetation and were actively engaged in protecting and
enhancing remnants on their property:
[My husband] is reluctant to put a covenant on it, but I think it will come
because I wouldn’t feel comfortable selling this place knowing that
someone’s going to be rubbing their hands together to chop the timber out
of it… and people do look at this block… like there’s firewood… you know,
some people do…(LH18)
…who do we leave this to that we can trust with it? (LH4)
Another couple’s priority was leaving the land in a better condition for
future generations without the expectation of any financial return:
We’ve even thought of giving it back to the Koori people, I really think a lot
of our problem is what stems back to what we did to them, and what we’ve
done to the land since. It’s just all been so wrong (LH4)
This farmer considered himself a custodian of his land and believed
that most other farmers would have a similar stewardship ethic:
No, I feel like a land custodian. I’d like to see it develop, see the ecological
balance improve… (LH29)
On the whole most Indigo Valley landholders expressed a desire to
‘do the right thing’ by their land; and those that didn’t were frowned
upon:
On the other hand, I can think of another list of people (laughing) who enjoy
the lifestyle, obviously, but who don’t give anything much to their own land.
I am extremely brown on that, because it just puts more pressure on the fulltime farmers who are trying to do the right thing by their properties and the
environment (LH29)
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A stewardship ethic seemed to translate as ‘doing the right thing’ by
the land; an abstract norm very much open to interpretation. In Indigo
Valley this meant looking after the land according to whatever set of
norms the landholder subscribed to; for some this meant keeping the
land productive and weed free, for others this meant conserving
native vegetation:
…we could look after that hill and we could make it productive (LH36)
You couldn’t have it as 250 acres of Patterson’s Curse because it’s just not
good and you’ve got to do something with it (LH31)

5.3.5 Language and social norms
Analysis of the interview data suggested a pattern; the use of certain
words in conjunction with certain land management practices. A text
search for the word ‘control’ in the interview transcripts came up with
63 results from 22 source documents. Over 50% of landholders used
this term, sometimes in conversations about external factors such as
drought fire and population growth, but more often with reference to
weeds, pests, regrowth, erosion and land use:
…the ones behind that are mostly weeping willows and none of those trees
have ever caused the slightest trouble for vegetation spreading or getting
out of control and they’re beautiful trees (LH9)
Up in this sort of area gully erosion is the easiest thing in the world to
control (LH11)
I think its fine people coming in as long as they look after the place and
don’t let weeds get out of control and things like that (LH2)
Whilst the word describes the aim (to control) or the problem (out of
control) it also implies that there is a power relationship between
humans and nature; that one is dominant over the other.
The word reflects the underlying belief that there is a need for control
and that control is necessary and possible; this is the role of the
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farmer. What it doesn’t acknowledge is that the action is often
necessary to fix problems that are the result of mismanagement
(erosion), disturbance (weeds) and other human interventions.
Common use of the word perpetuates the idea that controlling
behaviour is normative behaviour. It doesn’t encourage the use of
less-interventionist strategies. Controlling behaviour in this context
doesn’t seem to have the same negative connotations as it does in
other contexts (a controlling relationship) and is therefore seen to be
a good thing.
When land clearing was a condition of leasehold and freehold land
grants, settlers were required to ‘improve their land by clearing’ in the
same way that pastures are now ‘improved’ by frequent fertiliser
application. This usage of the word ‘improve’ signifies what is
normative and what is not according to the current acceptability of a
particular practice. Other words which convey a sense of obligation
or duty such as ‘should’ and ‘ought’ can signify the existence of
norms, as can certain expressions that convey an imperative to act in
a certain way. Examining the data for this sort of information was one
way of ascertaining what people believed was the right thing to do
and what their expectations were of others:
…except for the weeds of course, you spray your weeds (LH3)
…you’ve got to put fertiliser on… (LH22)
…you have to belong to the local CFA (LH23)
Many expressions used by landholders expose the true nature of the
relationship between land and owner. The land is personified and
then spoken of as if it were a beast of burden, always with the intent
to get something ‘back from’ or ‘out of’ the land:
…if you sort of look after it the right way you’ll get something out of it
(LH37)
…they’re putting more into their little block so they’re making it work
harder (LH21)
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…we’ve flogged the place to death (GA33)
The above metaphors reflect the way that these landholders
conceive of their land. In some respects they symbolise ‘care’ as in
‘looking after’ which is what stewardship is supposed to be all about.
On the other hand there is also the idea that the land (and by
extension its resources) are there to be exploited and that the end
goal is always to ‘get something in return’.

5.4

NON-CONFORMITY (deviance)

Even in a small community with strong local norms there are
individuals who stand apart from the majority because they choose
not to follow the predominant norms, usually because they have
values that differ from those that give rise to the norms that reflect
the majority view. The landholders I interviewed that stood apart from
the farming community were those who had strong proenvironmental values and a high regard for native vegetation. Eight
of the 36 research participants fell into this category; all non-farmers,
6 of them on bush blocks. Mere ownership of a block full of trees was
enough to annoy neighbouring farmers and the social and emotional
cost of protecting native vegetation and habitat was something that
had to be endured:
…sometimes that’s emotional energy because you know someone will ask,
“look, you’ve got all those dead trees over there can we come and lop them
for you”, “No”. But you know, firewood’s scarce, “yeah, you’ll have to
grow your own wood lot”. So you know you can be seen as a bit of a bitch,
you know (LH18)
Interestingly it was not the ‘greenies’ on bush blocks that were most
maligned by the older farmers; the strongest criticism was directed at
owners from farming backgrounds; one couple who were
revegetating what was perceived to be valuable agricultural land and
another couple that refused to use traditional methods of weed
control. The latter owners were adamant that chemical methods were
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not environmentally sustainable and she and her partner were highly
critical of ‘redneck’ farmers who “agent orange everything” (LH4) as
soon as one weed appears in a paddock:
…we have looked at doing the weed control here in a completely different
way, we’ve got three different types of bio control for our Patterson’s
Curse, it’s working beautifully (LH4)
The local farmers did not share the same enthusiasm for alternative
methods of weed control and were not backward in voicing their
disapproval. The non-conforming owners had to put up with negative
gossip and the knowledge that they were not well thought of by the
farming community at their end of the valley:
Some will step out and then you know them, you can see them in the
community, the ones… they’re a bit different, sometimes they’re not well
thought of (GA3)
Teste (2003) writing on conformity and deviance says that people
who don't do what the majority of people do are not well thought of
because this strategy allows people to perceive deviance as
individual dysfunctioning rather than having to question the system of
values that gives rise to whatever the norm is. The status quo is
preserved by making non-conformists (change agents) feel that they
are making the wrong choices and are socially unacceptable
because of them. This resistance to change works against the
formation of new norms within a group or community.
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Table 5.1

Existing agricultural norms and their Influence

Practice Norms
Clearing of remnants
and regrowth

Example & impact on native vegetation management
“I think it’s from past sort of history and them being perhaps a
bit antagonistic towards trees [because] when they were in the
younger generation having to clear a lot of the regrowth” (LH9)
Decrease in the amount of remnant vegetation → Reduced
biodiversity
Native vegetation not valued by farmers; reduces the likelihood
of remnant protection being a priority

Weed Control

“Well I can tell you now, the three farmers around here will
come up and if they see a flower in the middle of your paddock,
they’ll come up and say to you “go and get that damn thing out
of there now” (LH23)
Prevents trialling of more sustainable methods
Constant use of synthetic chemicals to maintain production and
unknown environmental impacts. Weed control can however
enhance the survival of native seedlings.

Pest Control

“out the back we’ve got heaps of bracken fern. And we used to
slash it every year because you had to slash it to get the rabbits
out. So you knew where the burrows were so you could rip the
burrows” (LH1)
Prevents trialling of more sustainable methods
Farmers are less inclined to plant or protect understorey
species because they are seen to be a harbour for pests

Fertiliser Use

“It’s mainly native [grass] because it hadn’t been, previous to us
buying it, it hadn’t been touched [fertilised] for 35 years” (LH37)
Decrease in the abundance of native grasses.
Encourages the perception that without the addition of
chemical fertiliser the pasture can’t be any good

Retention or sale of
marginal land

“Never sold any dirt. Never will” (LH15)
Influences the type and location of land for sale
Native vegetation is more likely to be regenerating or
conserved
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Table 5.2

A typology of Indigo Valley norms & their impact

Type of Norm
Existing injunctive or
‘oughtness’ norm

Characteristics

Example:
Norms relating to
weed and pest
control

Impact

Changing injunctive
norm

Characteristics

Have a moral imperative & involve external sanctions used to
enforce social attitudes of approval and disapproval
These norms ensure that weed control (and any other practice
that society decrees desirable) is seen to be a duty and ‘ought’
to be done if only to avoid sanctions.

Still some adherents to the old norm that you should keep the
land clear but new legislation and knowledge have led to
cultural change and greater awareness of the value of native
vegetation

Example:
Changing attitudes
to land clearing

Impact

Descriptive norms

Social disapproval of the practice of land clearing will
discourage it and with time may lead to internalised norms
preventing the destruction of native vegetation
Characteristics
Provide social proof that a particular behaviour is the correct
one; the more visible the behaviour the more likely it will
become normative

Example:
Planting trees
Impact

‘Personal’ or
‘Internalised’ norms

The more visible the activity and the more people do it the
more likely the norm is to persist and become an ‘injunctive’
norm
Characteristics
A norm that is adhered to because the behaviour has become
an internal preference and guilt acts as an internal sanction.

Example:
Keeping agricultural
land cleared of trees
and regrowth

Impact

Cultural norms

Characteristics

Example:
Solidarity, the norm
of helping others
Local norms
Example:
Welcoming of new
residents to the area
No-tolerance norms
Example:
Weed control –
everyone must do
their bit

These norms are very stable and less amenable to change.
Socialisation of younger land managers may be required to
establish new normative land management behaviour

These are overarching norms that are likely to cut across culture
and contexts
Impact
These norms are likely to be internalised and act as moral
guidelines for how to behave no matter what the situation
Characteristics
These are local manifestations of broader abstract norms.
Impact
These norms are likely to be enacted locally in different ways in
different contexts. There is potential here to establish local
norms that are an expression of the overarching abstract norm.
Characteristics
Majority agreement about what constitutes unacceptable
behaviour
Impact
These norms might be harder to shift because they are
widespread but they are still amenable to change.
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5.5

CONCLUSION

The norms described in this chapter can be classified and
summarised as per tables 5.1 and 5.2.
Table 5.1 summarises some of the Indigo Valley land management
practices and their associated norms and their impact on native
vegetation management. I have included evidence from the data to
support the existence of the norm and to illustrate each example.
Table 5.2 classifies Indigo Valley norms according to types described
in the literature review. General characteristics of the norm type are
given along with the impact of the norm in terms of its impact and
influence on landholder behaviour in a natural resource management
context.
To answer the question “How have social norms directly and
indirectly influenced the management of native vegetation on private
land” I have described some of the Indigo Valley norms and they way
they operate to support the proposition that norms have a powerful
influence on landholder behaviour. Expressions of social approval
and disapproval support these norms and non-conformity (especially
to strong norms) is painful and something most people try to avoid.
The norms associated with the role of farmer make it difficult for the
traditional farmer to behave differently or to conceive of him/herself in
ways that differ from the norm. What a farmer does is also visible to
other farmers and the rest of the community so farmers are
particularly vulnerable to social pressure. Conforming to the norm
generates self esteem and a sense of belonging to the farming
community. This makes ‘the farmer’ different to non-farming
landholders who are not so constrained by occupational norms when
making land management decisions. However, non-farming
landholders may be influenced by existing farming norms because
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they too want to belong to the farming community in which they have
chosen to live.
The norms supporting weed and pest control practices are strongly
held and actively maintained, both within the valley and by
government programs that fund these activities. Non-farming
landholders are well aware of the expectations that everyone should
‘do their bit,’ evidence that new structural social capital is facilitating
the communication of farming norms to newer property owners.
Native vegetation is not highly valued by many landholders,
particularly those with a production focus. It is considered to be a
nuisance because the understorey layers harbour vermin and weeds,
trees drop branches on fences, and remnants and regrowth
compromise production. Revegetation is preferred because trees and
shrubs can be strategically planted for maximum utility and minimum
disruption. Even those farmers who have planted trees are still in two
minds about the value of remnants. If the land is suitable for
agriculture then that takes precedence over remnant enhancement
and protection. Most landholders feel they are entitled to tidy up dead
wood and remove the odd tree or two on their land, irrespective of
whether it is illegal or not. There are a range of social norms that
support these land management decisions.
Local norms that encourage residents to get involved in community
groups and activities, and to be neighbourly, facilitate the
communication and maintenance of other norms, such as those
relating to land management. These local norms ‘glue’ the
community together, make residents proud to belong to Indigo Valley
and build structural social capital; the necessary building block for
future practice change.
Fire and drought have had some positive and negative effects on the
management and perception of native vegetation. Drought is forcing
farmers to alter their land management practices and to see the
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value of native grasses. Fire has made landholders fearful of native
vegetation and perhaps strengthened the norms that advocate
regular clearing of vegetation.
Social norms are expressed in language. That language not only
reveals the existence of norms it is also a means of reinforcing or
altering them. Words and expressions reveal underlying assumptions
that need to be recognised and understood if they are to be
preserved [because they have positive outcomes for the
environment] or changed [because they lead to negative outcomes
for the environment].
In many situations norms conflict with one another; for instance
existing norms prevent landholders from dobbing on neighbours and
native vegetation is not valued highly enough to override these.
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Chapter

6

Findings:
INVESTMENT in LANDCARE
Throughout history the goal of sustainable land use has been a moving
target. Each generation has faced its set of challenges. Each generation has
defined its own challenges according to existing cultural norms
Barr & Cary, 1992: 282

6.1

INTRODUCTION

As with any social phenomena, land management practices and
associated norms, even where well established, are not immune to
change; they continually adapt in response to new situations and
problems. The Indigo Valley Landcare group (IV LC) has been very
successful in its approach to improving management of the valley’s
natural resources and my data suggest that government investment
in Landcare has been a catalyst for change in Indigo Valley. This
chapter will take a closer look at the group’s membership and
activities; the aim is to explore the idea that the group’s success may
have been partly due to its role in establishing and maintaining social
norms.
Some of the information on which this chapter is based came from
interviews with landholders who were also former committee
members of the Indigo Valley Landcare group. The perspectives of
these individuals were invaluable; they gave me inside knowledge of
how the group worked and why it had influence. Indigo Valley
Landcare Group Inc. newsletters (1999-2006) were an additional
source of information. The following sections will endeavour to
describe how the group operated and how their activities maintained
and extended social networks, provided avenues for individual and
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group learning and created a context in which social expectations
could be maintained, created and enforced.

6.2

INDIGO VALLEY LANDCARE GROUP

Since its inception, Indigo Valley Landcare has been the recipient of,
and conduit for, much of the government funding available for onground environmental work in the catchment. As outlined in Chapter
4, the group received substantial amounts of money for salinity
management, revegetation, pest plant and animal control. The
projects associated with this funding addressed the environmental
concerns of Indigo Valley landholders, as surveyed by the Landcare
group in 1997, and again in 2001 (IV LC Catchment Plan 2004).
Weeds, rabbits, erosion and salinity were the major issues in 1997.
Trees (retention/planting/decline) and pasture improvement were
added to the group’s list of priority issues in 2001.
6.2.1 Engaging with landholders
Of those interviewed, 13 of the 17 farmers, and 14 of the 19 lifestyle
owners, had some involvement with the Indigo Valley Landcare
group. This level of participation (75% of interviewees) in Landcare is
high compared to the estimated 40% of rural property owners in
other areas across the state where a group operates (Curtis &
Sample, 2010). Some were current members, while others (mostly
the farmers) had been actively involved in Landcare in the past: the
small one-off membership fee; the general feeling that one should
support local organisations; and the group’s agricultural focus
contributed to the high levels of participation.
The group was strategic in achieving its goals. For instance they
used their local knowledge to get ‘the right’ people (“long term
community” GA3) involved in the group. By enlisting the support of
key individuals with social influence (more about these in the
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following chapter) the group was able to engage with individual
landholders:
They used to go around and sort of finger people that group (GA3)
You’ve got to be very careful in Landcare to have the right people doing
that whole personality thing, and it’s a lot of work, a lot of work (LH36)
The group also made an effort to get new members of the community
involved:
We did a lot more issue stuff and planning, but it’s a lot of energy, a lot of
time, a lot of working with people who weren’t used to doing that and so
were shy and reluctant. They enjoyed it, but it’s such a big job between the
locals and the new people. It’s a lot of work (LH36)
…and they set up a mentoring system. This involved choosing a
number of older farmers (“eight or so”) to serve as mentors, and
linking them to new people coming into the valley. According to one
Landcare committee member:
We said, “These guys know about the area and they know about farming
and these are the people to talk to if you ever….” And so that whole thing of
trying to make the farmers that were already here feel good about
themselves, that they’re not being superseded or mocked and then to let the
new people know that there’s a hierarchy and there’s a respect to the people
who put in a lot of time and energy in the land here, and the knowledge that
they could learn from… (LH36)
Local organisations can be a way of enlisting the support of people
who might otherwise be suspicious of government or authority. The
Indigo Valley CFA was an immensely important local group with a
strong following in the valley. There were strong connections
between Landcare and the CFA; executive meetings of the Landcare
group were held in the fire shed, fire shed functions were advertised
in the LC newsletter and many of the CFA volunteers also belonged
to Landcare. Bushfire brigades form the basis for many Landcare
groups (Sobels, 2006). This appeared to be the case in Indigo as the
interview data indicated that the Landcare group was able to engage
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with some landholders on land management issues because of links
to the CFA. One very influential local person was a strong supporter
of both the CFA and Landcare and as one of the key informants
noted this connection can facilitate engagement with landholders
who might not otherwise be interested in government NRM
programs:
I remember one guy at Indigo Valley, he hated the government, but he loved
CFA, so there’s a way through the door there. Even though the CFA’s
government, he felt that the brigade level was different – he’d do anything
for the brigade… (GA3)
In the late 90’s an organisation known as the Black Dog Creek
Improvement Trust10 wished to carry out work along the entire length
of Indigo Creek. To get the project underway the trust went to the
Landcare Group because this was considered the best way to make
contact with landholders and enlist their support. As with state
government NRM interventions the Landcare group was a gateway
into the community for outside agencies; an important function in
terms of building the type of social capital (bridging) that facilitates
the transfer of resources and information into and out of the
community or group.
To gauge the effectiveness of the local Landcare group I asked
longer term residents and key informants about the impact of
Landcare in the valley:
Well, I think it has had an effect. Certainly the face of the valley has
changed with increased vegetation. How much has come from just private
investment and how much has been funded by Landcare I don’t know. There
was a fair involvement in the Landcare Group in the early days; I would
think that a high proportion of it would have been funded through Landcare
(LH29)

10

The Black Dog Creek Improvement Trust was constituted in 1969. Its objectives were to
carry out flood mitigation works to improve drainage, co-ordinate drainage, settle
disputes and to maintain existing works. It was later amalgamated into the Ovens River
Management Board; this later became the NE CMA.
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LH29 (quoted above) is a farmer who has lived in the valley all his
life. He was officially a member of Landcare but not an active
member. His view was that Landcare made a big difference “across
the board” because it raised the profile of environmental issues. He
purchased trees through the local group but didn’t feel he needed
help to carry out necessary work on his property. Although not
actively involved in Landcare he was influenced by the activities of
the group, and information disseminated via the group and its
members. Raising awareness of local issues via the newsletter and
word of mouth was an important outcome of Landcare’s presence in
the valley:
There are a lot of landholders who aren’t involved in Landcare who do
Landcare-type works on their land. They do this because there’s been a lot
of information for a long time about the benefits – the value of shelter belts
and tree lots and corridors and fencing out gullies (GA1)

6.2.2 Tree planting
In common with many Landcare groups in agricultural areas the
initial focus of the group was on planting trees to address erosion
and salinity problems as these were key NRM issues identified at the
time.
Members of the Landcare group deliberately set out to make tree
planting an annual event. They raised awareness of the importance
of planting trees via the newsletter and, more importantly, made it
easy to follow through. They pushed a simple message ‘that it was
important to plant trees’, said ‘here’s how you can do it’ (advice on
which trees to plant and how to order) and made the trees cheap by
subsidising their purchase and providing tree guards for free. A local
nursery supplied the trees and landholders would pick them up,
usually after rain. In this way the group successfully established a
new pattern (norm) of behaviour that resulted in the planting of
thousands of trees in the valley. One of the stated aims of the Salinity
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Management Program that commenced in 1999 was to establish
9000 indigenous trees and shrubs annually (in Indigo Valley &
Chiltern) over a period of 3 years (IV LC newsletter June 1999). The
June 1999 newsletter duly reported that over 9000 trees were
distributed that year and that orders were already being taken for
next year.
This is a good example of a changing practice norm which has arisen
out of a need to address an environmental problem. The old way was
to remove trees from the landscape; the new way is to put them back
in again:
We were all in the habit, from Landcare, of every year you’d just buy
another hundred trees and put in another plantation somewhere, because it
was easy... (LH36)
I was getting 15-20 000 trees a year, tubes, plus some direct seeding in
those days (LH2)
Planting trees is a very visual activity and Indigo Valley locals
seemed generally well informed about who was planting what, and
where. Larger plantations such as those that went in with the
assistance of the Indigo Valley Incentive Project were invariably
commented upon by neighbouring landholders and there is visual
evidence throughout the valley of fence line, break of slope and gully
plantings that are easy to spot from the road. One of the agency staff
interviewed drew attention to the fact that planting in prominent
places can be a deliberate strategy to advertise a group’s activities.
From a norms perspective this is also a mechanism for establishing
and reinforcing the idea of tree planting as normative behaviour:
I like planting trees because it’s very visual, it seems like you’re doing
something… we use it deliberately. There’s a Landcare exercise where we
do it in prominent areas so we can be seen to be doing something. And
drivers by and people visiting can see that there’s something happening
(GA6)
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6.2.3 Weed control
Aside from its tree planting activities the Indigo Valley Landcare
group was also involved with weed control. There were a number of
weeds of concern to the community, as identified at various Landcare
meetings, and blackberry11 was one of them. According to a 1997
NRE survey an area of 238 hectares in the catchment was infested
with the weed (1997 NRE survey) and in 1997/98 the Indigo Valley
Landcare group decided to launch a major attack on this problem:
We did a blackberry drive where we… really, we got rid of nearly all the
blackberries in the valley (LH36)
The group succeeded in almost eradicating blackberries throughout
the valley. By 2004 the Indigo Valley Catchment Plan (p.12) had the
following to say about ‘the present situation’:
While the problem appears to be beaten, continued vigilance is needed to
ensure that any re-infestation is dealt with before the weed can again
become a significant problem.
Naturally there was an expectation that every landholder should ‘do
their bit’ so as to not undermine the efforts of others. The Landcare
Group newsletter was used to remind landholders that the successful
eradication of this weed required an ongoing commitment and the
‘conviction’ of all. The President’s Comments in the June 1999 issue
stated that Indigo Valley was proud of its weed control but that “there
are a few areas that are threatening the general cleanliness of the
district”. A sub-committee was subsequently established to oversee
more intensive weed control within the Landcare group.

11

Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus) is one of Australia’s top 20 weeds. In the state of Victoria
it is considered one of the most damaging weeds; it is very invasive and creates
impenetrable barriers and thickets. It is a regionally controlled weed in all Victorian
catchments meaning that landholders must take all reasonable steps to prevent its
growth.
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One family was perceived as consistently failing to eliminate the
weed on their property and the committee discussed ways of tackling
the problem with the landholders in question:
I remember us having this big chat about how we were going to broach the
fact they had blackberries everywhere (LH36)
The committee chose a member of the group who was not closely
connected to the family to ring and proffer help on the grounds that it
was acknowledged to be a large and difficult job. The group set up a
roster of about 25 people to spray on a regular basis and the spray
cart was supplied without charge; all the landholder needed to do
was pay for the spray.
What we see here is evidence of a community group using external
sanctioning to enforce an injunctive norm relating to weed control,
achieving an outcome that was perceived to be of benefit to the local
community even though it was costly for individuals on the roster in
terms of the time they had to spend spraying.
The Landcare group strategy to deal with a violation of the norm
pertaining to weed control is an example of how an existing norm can
be enforced. The group was able to decide upon an action and enlist
enough volunteers to do the necessary work. In agreeing to have the
spraying done one could also infer that the property owners
recognised the legitimacy of the group’s actions, although they may
have felt some embarrassment at being singled out for special help.
There may have been more than embarrassment involved. Other
property owners in the area had complied with the expectation that
you ‘look after your weeds,’ making violations of the norm more
costly in terms of negative sanctions. There was a noticeable amount
of what Merry (1984) calls judgemental gossip concerning this family
among other landholders in the valley. People are known to
disassociate themselves from others who do not conform to social
norms (Cialdini et al. 1991; Scott, 2009).
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The Blackberry drive, along with other projects that addressed
catchment wide issues, was important in that it showed what could
be achieved by means of community cooperation and a co-ordinated
approach to a problem:
I think it’s shown people the potential and so that if you – if there was
something that was important that we needed to do, we could get together
and do it. And I think that’s probably the most useful (LH36)
In addition to various weed control projects financed by government
grants [refer to Chapter 4, Table 4.3] the Indigo Valley Landcare
group purchased two spray units which were available for hire, and
for a time it was also possible to obtain chemical sprays at a discount
rate:
…well see the Landcare spray unit’s here, I do the running repairs on it and
then we manage the hiring out of it. They did do a fair bit where they
purchased a heap of spray for people to buy at a discount rate which all
helped (LH37)
Although the landholders thought subsidised chemicals were a good
thing a former Landcare co-ordinator had an alternative view:
…we went through a period at that same time where the Victorian
Government dumped about three or four weed grants on top of everyone
and Landcare became a organisation where everyone’s wanting to get their
spray money for their fresh spray to spray their weeds and there really, it
had a detrimental effect for a few years (GA4)
The detrimental effect referred to above was the fact that
administering the weed grants took up time and energy that might
have been better spent on other projects. It also meant that the group
was seen by some as just a place to go for government handouts:
… it identified for people that there were a lot of weeds around the place but
they certainly lost the plot for a while and then it took quite a while to settle
down. It was very hard to go to a meeting to try and sell a project because
they’ve almost got into the handout mentality, Landcare is where you went
along to see what sort of money was there to, does that make sense?(GA4)
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Four of the key informants expressed the opinion that government
incentives to carry out works on private land have created a ‘handout
mentality’, noting that it is becoming an accepted norm that it is OK to
avail yourself of any money that might be on offer on the
understanding that on-ground environmental work on private land
has a wider public good. This could be considered a perverse
outcome of cost-sharing arrangements associated with most
government incentives:
… people are so used to being able to get money before they do any fencing
or do any planting, they know money’s around and it’s an accepted norm I
think (GA6)
This next landholder wasn’t much interested in the Landcare group
except as a supply of subsidised trees and chemicals:
I’ve been to a few of their things years ago and that but I don’t have much
to do with them no. But I usually try and buy my trees through them…they
give you a better deal but yeah, no I don’t bother with them much, I suppose
I should really because I could probably get poison or spray and that sort of
thing cheaper prob’ly through them (LH27)
Apart from a few remarks such as the one above, the data from this
research did not provide strong support for the existence of a
handout mentality in the valley. Certainly landholders were aware
that money was readily available for on-ground work, and that this
could be obtained via the Landcare group…
But there’s a power of money about if, they know how to get it, Landcare do
(LH22)
…and a few landholders were of the view that financial assistance
could be considered part compensation for ‘giving up’ land for
trees…
…that’s basically what you’re doing. You’re donating your land to them
(LH23)
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I would see one of the challenges, is getting the land. People offer up, see,
we’ve offered up probably almost six hectares now and on our small
holding, that’s a lot o’ country to lock up for trees (GA33)
…but for the majority financial assistance was not expected or taken
for granted:
…a bit of a bonus. That’s the best way to describe it and it’s encouraging,
and it often means the doing of it or the not doing of it (LH9-farmer)
Financial assistance for on-ground works, channelled via the
Landcare group or advertised in the group newsletter, enabled some
property owners to carry out work they wouldn’t otherwise have
done; for others the money made it possible to get things done more
quickly. Many of the lifestyle owners were surprised at the amount of
money available for work that some of them would have done even
without assistance:
I’m surprised by the generosity of a lot of the grants and the things that the
department of sustainability have done for us (LH32)
…it was a brilliant little kick start (LH20)
For others the assistance enables them to do work they wish to do,
or feel they should do, but could not without the financial help. One
landholder planted 6000 trees and I asked him whether he would
have done that without government assistance:
…not on the scale that gave us that opportunity to do, because they did all
the ripping and so on. That gave us also the knowledge of the method you
should use to put trees in, so that was pretty important because since then
I’ve bought a ripper and I just copy that method in planting trees myself
(LH32)
In this instance financial assistance (obtained via the Indigo Valley
Incentive Scheme promoted in the IV LC April 2004 newsletter) went
to a landholder who already valued native vegetation and was willing
and able to do the work but did not have the necessary skills and
knowledge. This is an important outcome of investment in that it
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builds upon an existing ethic that might not translate into behaviour
without assistance. The process of acquiring new skills and
knowledge leads to the creation of new human and social capital; it
increases the landholder’s capacity to carry out future work and
his/her trust and confidence in agency staff. Ultimately the
investment results in the doing of work that will then be visible (set an
example) to others i.e. provide social proof that others are fencing
and revegetating.
6.2.4 Salinity management
With the help of a paid co-ordinator the Landcare group was involved
in an ambitious project to address dryland salinity. To be successful
this project required the participation of landholders along the entire
length of the valley. The project was a huge undertaking and involved
mapping the break-of-slope for the whole valley, with the intention of
fencing and revegetating the break-of-slope along the entire
catchment to reduce salinity outbreaks on the valley floor. The coordinator who worked with the group at the time was interviewed as
part of this research and was able to reflect, almost 20 years later, on
the outcomes. In retrospect the project was at first deemed a failure
by this person:
…there was still a denial process going on with a lot of people in the
Valley… you know you could see the salt in their paddock but they were just
in denial… the big plan to do these things on their property with them
putting up half the money just wasn’t going to happen…I don't think the
total community was ready then for it. And if you want something on a scale
that big to work, to show something 10 or 15 years down the track, you’ve
got to have total commitment (GA4)
However, further reflection led to a slightly different assessment of
the outcomes:
…the success of that project as I see it would have been that there was a
change of thinking, community recognition of salt and the problem that did
exist in the Valley, that it was catchment wide and not just on anyone’s
particular property, I think most people now would put their hand up to that
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and if you started again now you’d probably have a better success or better
chance of making things work (GA4).
This community wide project changed individual perceptions about
land degradation and created community ownership of the problem
rather than making individuals feel responsible for issues they may
have had on their property. The group approach to dealing with
salinity enabled the community to deal with a problem that was not
created by any one individual and the legacy of this project is evident
in the valley today with well established break-of-slope plantings a
reminder of what can be accomplished.
The former co-ordinator was not the only interviewee to reflect on
changing attitudes to native vegetation as a result of Landcare
activities:
I think there's been quite a bit of change on a social level you'd have to
say… I think if you just tried to protect remnants without that phase having
been done there probably would have been less achieved (GA7).
This key informant was referring to changes in attitude (to native
vegetation) and behaviour within the farming population. Through
their involvement with Landcare landholders (particularly farmers)
learnt that some practices, although they seemed the right thing to do
at the time, have proven detrimental to the environment and that
putting native vegetation back into the landscape will help repair
some of the damage:
We’re trying to destroy the environment, probably at a slower rate now than
what we were 20 years ago, but we’re still having a fair old go and
everyone’s got to do a little bit to try and help repair and get things back
together again (LH21– Farmer)
Other landholders and agency staff also recognised that the social
impact of Landcare, in terms of increased knowledge and
understanding of the environment, was just as important as its role in
getting more trees back into the landscape:
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I think the local farmers have grown a bit over that 20 year period we’ve
been here and I s’pose through their involvement in Landcare type
activities, they have changed their views on what’s happening to the earth,
what’s happening to the landscape (LH18 – Lifestyle owner)
6.2.5 Awareness raising activities
The interview data suggested that one of the real challenges of
interventions that aim to change land management practices is just
getting through to people. People are busy and are constantly
bombarded with information. As one interviewee (LH36) explained,
you get something in the mail and you read it and think “oh that sounds
good I might do that sometime” and then perhaps it seems too hard, or
not convenient at the time, or whatever. One farmer said he got a lot
of stuff in the mail and that it was all a bit confusing. These
landholders had the following to say about information:
Some people are terrific at getting on the internet and going through and
finding things, but just the everyday person sort of needs it put under their
nose… (LH16)
Yeah, there’s a fair amount that comes through. Yeah, probably, used to not
miss any of it, like many years ago, but you sort of, after a while you run a
bit, you know, a bit flat on it all (LH21)
The social influence of the Indigo Valley Landcare group was partly
due to its functioning as a platform for the dissemination of
information, primarily through the group newsletter. This went out two
or three times each year, usually prior to a general meeting, and they
were delivered into every letterbox up the valley from the small town
of Barnawartha. There was also a mail out to over 100 properties not
on the mail runs. The newsletter contained information about field
days, spring walks, current projects, coming events, scheduled
meeting dates, information nights and notification of other local
activities and events that might be of interest:
…it was through those newsletters of Landcare that brought it to our
attention (LH20)
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Oh yeah, we get a Landcare letter and they have it all in there if you want to
do anything (LH3)
The newsletter was aimed at all landholders, not just farmers; hence
it also contained reminders about when to spray weeds and when to
undertake rabbit and fox control and who might be contracted to do
this. Figure 6.1 contains some excerpts from various newsletters,
showing the type of information provided to landholders on a regular
basis.
The newsletter also served as a marketing tool for government NRM
programs and incentive schemes and local landholders were aware
that either the committee, or the Landcare co-ordinators that worked
with the group, would know what funding was available and also that
this was generally advertised in the newsletter:
I think Landcare are more to advise and to point people in the right
direction of where they can get funding for these different things (LH37)
The group participated in various environmental monitoring programs
such as Lerp Watch, Salt Watch, Bird Watch and others involving of
water and vegetation. The local school (Middle Indigo Primary) has
been involved in a number of Landcare projects, thereby raising
awareness of environmental issues with the younger generation; this
is an important function of the Landcare group given that many
societal values and social norms are absorbed in childhood and that
education (and therefore schools) play a central role in constructing
citizens (Lessig, 1995).
At meetings and field days landholders had the opportunity to
discuss land management issues with other locals and the committee
used to encourage people to get together in groups and workshop
issues relevant to their location in the valley. These gatherings
provided a forum for the exchange of ideas, and workshops and the
like would have reassured landholders that they were in the company
of others with similar problems and goals. When people are
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encouraged to feel part of a community with common interests, they
are more inclined to trust one another on matters arising from those
mutual interests (Kohn, 2008).

Figure 6.1

Extracts from IV LC newsletters 2001 - 2006
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A lot of effort went into making Landcare meetings enjoyable social
occasions so that members would make the effort to come:
We used to get flyers every meeting and the meetings’d be regular and we’d
always try and do it so it was interesting at the meetings. You know, there
was always at least once a year a big do with guest speakers coming in who
were interesting (LH2)
The agency people involved with the group were able to impart
information and raise awareness in informal local settings:
We’ve had walks up there with these people to talk them through and in
Indigo Valley we’ve gone out into the bush, after the fires went through in
2003, we had __[Trust for Nature] and __ [NE CMA] going through the
recovery stage and the biodiversity and how the animals coped… as a
Landcare group. That was back in those days with the farmers and with the
settlers, it was actually, it was good (GA3)
Over the years the Indigo Valley Landcare group has developed a
track record of delivering successful on-ground works that local
landholders can now look at and learn from. Successful past projects
gave the group credibility and the confidence to tackle other large
scale projects. Capitalising on past success the ‘official launch’ of the
Chiltern & Indigo Landcare Joint Project in July 1999 began with a
tour of the catchment to inspect past Landcare projects (IV LC
newsletter, June 1999). Twenty years on this key informant had the
following to say about the aforementioned joint salinity project:
…you can go back now and see something there and it’s an example you
can hold up to the rest of the community saying look this is what they had,
this is what they did, and you can actually inspire people with it (GA4)
NRM practitioners know that the acceptability of a particular land
management practice is often contingent upon physical change in the
landscape i.e. landholders need to be confident that adopting a new
practice will have positive outcomes. This can take time and also
requires that the change is visible to others. Indigo Valley Landcare
group regularly organised outings that gave host landholders an
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opportunity to talk about their properties and perhaps demonstrate or
showcase land management practices. Participants were afforded
the rare opportunity to tour other properties and see for themselves
the results of different management strategies. This is one avenue
for achieving practice change; the following anecdote illustrates how
this might happen:
…up on that army block where all these olive trees are now, we went up
there and it hadn’t had super on it for a fair while… but we’d supered it for
about five years at that point in time and when we went to dig with a shovel
we could only dig down about that far and down the back of the shovel
mark, when you rubbed it, it just went shiny. And we came up to ours, and it
would go down the full blade of the shovel where we’d been putting Vicmill
fertiliser12 for about five years. When you rubbed it on the back it just
crumbled away - different soil structure. Well [Landholder x] and
[Landholder y] had a pasture walk here one day and they both said, they
were addin’ things up and they said well ‘you’re running the same number
of stock as we are and you’re doing it on half the area’ (LH22)
The outcome of this particular farm walk (probably organised by the
Landcare group), may have been that Landholders x and y went
away wondering if they could increase their carrying capacity with the
application of organic fertiliser, rather than the more traditional
superphosphate.
If a project is successful then landholders are more receptive to new
information and new incentives:
…a lot of the people we see, we see them as repeaters… particularly with
the work that we’re doing now… on farm planning and delivery of
incentives (GA3)
Previous success or satisfaction with a particular program or
management practice will not only encourage a landholder to do
more but will encourage others to change:

12

Vicmill Natural Fertilisers Pty Ltd is an Australian family owned manufacturer of natural
humate fertilisers and animal feed supplements.
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A lot of it’s that one or two start doing it and start talking to their
neighbours and they might be scoffed at and laughed at by others, “you’re
crazy and stupid”; and then all of a sudden, a few years later they’re
actually doing it themselves as well (GA5)

6.2.6 Building relationships
Good relationships facilitate the communication of new knowledge
that can be the catalyst for practice change and the creation of new
norms. The interview data indicated that agency staff that implement
government programs can really make a difference, and that
enthusiasm, commitment, continuity and trust, were important
ingredients for success. Most landholders were very positive when
speaking of agency staff they’d had contact with. This is consistent
with research by Wallace (2003: 23) which found that “empowerment
through information is often not want they [landholders] want. Rather,
they want experts to visit them and provide detailed advice and,
preferably, to help them implement any decision they make.”
Landcare group activities and government programs promoted via
the Landcare newsletter gave landholders access to scientific
expertise and the one-on-one advice that people seemed to want. As
stated in the September 2002 IV LC newsletter the group was
supported by two government employees (local and regional LC coordinators) who met regularly with the committee to discuss funding,
projects and issues. They were also able to help with administration
and the submission of grant applications.
Guest speakers over the years have included; a water quality officer
(DNRE) on the topic of water, an environmental officer from Indigo
Shire Council speaking on weed control, the regional Landcare coordinator reporting on weed control and flea beetle releases, a PhD
student sharing her research on Barking Owls, a Council
Environmental Projects officer with wetland expertise, and a
representative of the North East Community Seed bank.
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Some presentations led to important changes. In August 2001,
following a presentation by the Local Area Planning (LAP) officer
(DPI), the Landcare committee decided to revise an earlier
catchment plan. The LAP officer went on to facilitate the process and
draft the plan with mapping provided by the DPI Wodonga office.
Group activities such as these meant that committee members in
particular developed good working relationships with the agency
people who were involved in projects such as this and these people
were generally liked and respected.
As noted above many Indigo Valley landholders availed themselves
of government incentives aimed at improving biodiversity on private
land. These typically involved some initial contact (via mail and/or the
Landcare newsletter) and then a follow-up phone call from the
agency or an inquiry from the interested landholder. If the landholder
decided to participate in one of the schemes then there was usually
ongoing contact and face-to-face communication with agency
personnel.
The lifestyle landholders in particular, when questioned about their
experience with government incentive schemes, were
overwhelmingly positive. They appreciated the level of support and
advice given by agency staff and certain individuals were held in very
high regard:
…we really needed that help and the advice and the hand holding because
for us it was a whole new thing, and I didn’t grow up planting trees (LH16)
I can’t speak highly enough of them. They’re all very approachable, and
just fantastic to work with (LH4)
So he just came and walked over it with us and it was those…it was
approaches like that…it was just expressing their belief in the value of the
land as native land that really helped us to see that as well. And now we
couldn’t agree more that it is very bio-diverse and it’s full of life. That’s just
so valuable… (LH5)
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During interviews three landholders noted that the support of a single
individual who shares the same values, can spend time with people
on their properties, reinforce the landholder’s belief that what they
are doing is rewarding and worthwhile, and can provide recognition
and encouragement is really valuable. Agency support may also
compensate for some of the social disapproval the bush block
owners have to endure from neighbouring farmers [see also Chapter
5, Section 5.4 Non-conformity]. The extension associated with
government incentive programs is important in that it provides
landholders with ongoing support for management decisions that
may go against existing norms in farming communities. Along with
Landcare field days and demonstration sites this is a way of
encouraging the emergence of new practice norms that may
eventually gain in strength and replace older less desirable (in terms
of landscape health) norms.
Good working relationships between the agencies and their staff are
also important in terms of implementing government programs.
Within the north-eastern CMA region there is a strategy for
maintaining links and networking among agency staff involved in
environmental restoration, locally known as ‘the green team’. This
group is made up of representatives from DPI, NECMA, TFN,
Landcare, local government and Greening Australia. One key
informant was involved in getting the green team together and was of
the opinion that it puts the north-east streets ahead of other areas.
One of the real benefits, for both the environment and landholders is
that team members can combine resources to achieve better
outcomes. The following (edited) account describes this process:
We work very closely with our colleagues in DSE and with the [DPI]
programs in private forestry as well. There was a private farm forestry
firewood program a few years back which had money… to go out and put
firewood blocks in pace. We had salinity money. We could see this
opportunity, we were looking to try and encourage people to do
revegetation and tree planting and __ wanted to get trees in the ground
from the firewood point of view. So we pooled our resources…and were
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able to get a better package. We were able to get people from a different
angle. Some people wouldn’t want to plant trees from a salinity point of
view, but they wanted to plant trees because they wanted some firewood
(GA3)
Most of the team members have worked in the area for long periods
and have had dealings with either the Indigo Valley Landcare group
and/or valley landholders. A number of Indigo Valley landholders
were aware that more than one agency was funding on-ground works
on their land, even if they were sometimes a little vague about whom
was doing what. One landholder had some creek restoration work
done on his property that involved two agencies and a member of
staff that liaised between the two. He was impressed with the level of
co-operation between the agencies and was more than happy with
both the work done and the help and advice he received:
I was rapt that they worked hand in hand (LH20)
Implementation is such a crucial aspect of government programs that
having the flexibility to tailor incentives and piggy back funding to get
things done is a real bonus. It sends the message that the work is
important and that everyone is working together to achieve the same
goals. The landholder is impressed with a job well done and is more
likely to participate in future NRM programs, thereby establishing
new relationships and new patterns of behaviour that may, if enough
landholders follow suit, eventually result in new descriptive norms.
6.2.7 Continuity
A key feature of groups like Indigo Valley Landcare is that they
represent continuity. Government may change and NRM staff and
programs come and go but a long running group such as Indigo
Valley Landcare is able to maintain contact within the community and
relevance to local land management issues. This is important in
terms of changing community values and establishing and
maintaining social capital (including norms). Uphoff (2000) wrote that
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structural and cognitive forms of social capital can be built up over
time but cannot simply be ‘seeded’ and expected to grow; there is no
direct relationship between investment and outcome. The process of
building networks and establishing trust and norms requires that
existing networks are nurtured and maintained as the foundation for
future growth, and there must also be a system of punishment and
rewards to support social norms. This does not happen overnight and
is more likely to occur within a well established organisation such as
Indigo Valley Landcare that understands the community’s capacity
and needs and has the trust and support of its members. The
following extract from a key informant interview highlights the
importance of continued government investment in Landcare groups
given that investment in other NRM programs and staff is often not
sustained for long enough to achieve long term social (and perhaps
therefore biophysical) change:
I think that they need to, people get sick of filling in forms and things, they
need to have programmes that you know that are going to go on every year,
and it does work because our Landcare group has been supplying half cost
trees for the last 10, 15 years. And every year you think who’s going to plant
them but we get another 8,000 and we still need more, every year" (GA2)

6.2.8 Other outcomes of investment in Landcare
In the years prior to the establishment of the NLP there was more of
a focus on single issues such as erosion and farm water supply that
had an agricultural focus. Agencies provided technical information
but not much financial support. Then they moved to the group
approach with Landcare, and projects that involved multiple
landholders to achieve catchment scale benefits. Investing in
community groups was part of a new approach to NRM and an
outcome of that process has been adaptive learning within
communities and also from a policy perspective. There have also
been some very practical outcomes from investment in Landcare:
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…well you couldn’t buy native trees when I first started here. We were
planting deciduous trees (GA3)
Earlier government programs were not as focussed on remnant
protection and nor was there an emphasis on planting native
vegetation. Land degradation problems were tackled according to the
knowledge available at the time. Hence there was little awareness
among landholders that native vegetation is better adapted to the
local environment and important for the continued survival of
Australia’s unique flora and fauna. As this key informant observed,
people involved with Landcare, landholders and practitioners alike
are perhaps more aware that there is a level of uncertainty
associated with managing natural resources and that management
strategies will therefore change over time. Key informants who have
been involved with Landcare groups can look back and see that that
groups evolve and that people’s thinking changes along the way:
I think the groups have matured. Some people realise, they’ve been around
a long time and they’ve seen the whole thing grow. So they knew we
planted poplars and willows in those days and now we plant natives. Not
allowed to mention poplars anymore, but they were the right thing at the
right time. So anyway, it’s all a bit of a journey really (GA3)
The following quote may be evidence of changing perceptions about
what good land management practice is:
Our intention now is to make the property look nice I suppose, and that will
be making sure the fencing’s good and the creek beds have got some
revegetation on them, that they’re not eroding away (LH13)
Prior to Landcare the agencies worked with individuals that needed
help with land degradation or management problems, and sought it.
It was not recognised that achieving practice change might require a
more holistic approach and the involvement of all private landholders
in conservation and sustainable land management:
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…there wasn’t that depth of understanding in the community, and there
wasn’t the community – you know the Landcare ethic, there wasn’t that
group approach (GA3)
…if you look at the planting that… go back to that one I mentioned before
where they planted trees in Indigo Valley back in the learning days, they
were all red box trees. And if you go and look in [LH23] and see all the
understorey is all in there as well, now there’s a difference just in the whole
learning, the fact that they’re trying to get the whole, a system going within
those plantations...(GA4)
Policy and programs also adapt in response to new information. In
this respect government investment in Landcare and via Landcare
has been an adaptive process as everyone involved learns from past
mistakes. There has been an element of trial and error in trying to
meet the needs of farming landholders and at the same time
encourage conservation behaviours that might compromise
production:
...it’s a matter of finding that balance between the two. But I think we went
too far one way this year, I think we realised that… we went more towards
remnant protection and I think we’ve disenfranchised some people. But
we’ve had a pretty good run, for the last 15 years we’ve been doing a lot of
revegetation and planting (GA3)
Landcare groups in amenity areas such as Indigo Valley have also
faced similar challenges in terms of maintaining relevance to both
farmers and lifestyle owners; the membership of the Indigo Valley
Landcare group has changed in recent years:
Not only the demographics of the valley but the demographics of the
Landcare group changed. It was pretty well run by, not all, but a large
number of the farming, the stay at home or almost at home farmers…now its
changed, its probably more the lifestyle, well I gather from the few people I
talk to… (GA4)
Some of the more recent NRM incentive schemes are providing a
win-win outcome for NRM agency staff and landholders alike. The
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North East Firewood Plantation Strategy13 aimed to establish
firewood plantations for private and commercial use on private and
Crown land. In addition to creating an alternative firewood sources
this incentive aimed to increase community awareness of firewood
plantations as a future sustainable source of firewood and at the
same time increase the number of trees in salinity priority areas.
As part of this process a DPI representative attended two meetings
with the IV LC executive committee to ascertain the level of support
for a new salinity mitigation scheme (IV LC April 2004 newsletter).
The feedback was positive and so the DPI introduced the Indigo
Valley Incentive Project and promoted it via the Landcare
newsletters. As explained in Chapter 4 [Section 4.4], the project
aimed to establish more native vegetation, firewood plantations and
perennial pastures (such as lucerne) into Indigo Valley. This
incentive was particularly attractive to lifestyle owners because it was
a very good package (ripping, spraying, tree supply & planting were
funded) and it met the needs and aspirations of many as explained
by this key informant:
I’ve got to have this 100 acres but I don’t really want all these sheep and I
want to be away and things. If I put trees in they can be growing and yet I
don’t have to be there and I can tell the people I’m growing my own
firewood. I can tell people I’ve got lots of biodiversity but I don’t actually
have to do much other than the first putting it in (GA2)
Indigo Valley had half a dozen firewood plantations which went in as
part of the Indigo Valley Incentive Project. I interviewed two
landholders who were involved in the scheme and they were very

13

There is a shortage of firewood in the NE region due to the formation of national parks,
reducing the community supply of firewood. A long-term solution to the problem is the
establishment of plantations, but their poor economic viability has led to very few being
established in the past. Providing landholders with incentives to establish plantations
where there has been a market failure has proven a successful method of increasing
plantation area (Noble, 2006)
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happy with the way it was managed, and the amount of assistance
and follow-up from the department concerned.
Perhaps one perverse outcome of Landcare’s earlier focus on tree
planting is that the importance of protecting remnant vegetation was
not given more priority. Improving biodiversity on private land
requires more than an increase in the number of trees in the
landscape. Planting trees may address salinity and erosion problems
but does little to improve the quality of native vegetation. If plantings
are too narrow, are composed of a single species only and have no
understorey components then they do not provide habitat for other
species in the same way that more structurally diverse remnants can.
Native vegetation is so taken for granted, and sometimes maligned
for its nuisance value, that although there have been gains in extent
the overall quality of native vegetation is still in decline:
I think why there’s emphasis in one respect on planting is that its a doing
thing, it’s a much more immediate thing, and the trees in the back paddock
have always been there, so why do you need to do much about them. And so
the real gains in quality or condition would be, if this is our property, I’m
drawing at the table, and there’s a back paddock with trees in it, that to
actively manage those, that asset, rather than creating a new thin narrow
strip, and they’re the negatives of it, in terms of, there’s lots of capital in
terms of us putting in fence lines, particularly if the fence is, the area of
width is only five metres or ten metres (GA6)
I still think there’s more emphasis on planting new strips and planting new
vegetation than protecting remnant vegetation. And unfortunately protecting
remnant vegetation probably isn’t going to greatly increase the cover, in
terms of area, it’s about trying to improve the quality (GA6)

6.3

CONCLUSION

It is difficult to say with absolute certainty what role government
investment in Landcare has had in the creation of social norms that
influence the management of native vegetation because the process
of change is complex, gradual, perhaps intermittent, difficult to
attribute to a single cause and only knowable in retrospect.
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However, the evidence suggests that the Indigo Valley Landcare
group was an effective catalyst for social change within this rural
community over a period of about 20 years. The group had social
influence because it communicated regularly with all landholders via
the newsletter, had an enthusiastic and socially aware committee
and the support of the long term farming community. The group also
extended their influence to new residents by encouraging them to get
involved and by mentoring. The Landcare group established tree
planting as normative behaviour by subsidising tree purchase, giving
advice on which trees to plant, organising a local pick-up point and
continually reinforcing the message that it was important to
revegetate. The more that landholders planted trees, the more likely
it was that this activity would provide ‘social proof’ that planting trees
was what everyone did.
As explained in the literature review [Chapter 2] social capital has
two dimensions; structural (networks) and cognitive (norms).
Structural social capital is established via interactions between
individuals and cognitive social capital is established and
communicated via the structural pathways. The formation of the
Indigo Valley Landcare group and its continued operation over an
extended period of time created new horizontal and vertical
relationships between farmers, between new and long-term
residents, and between landholders and government NRM agencies.
Existing networks (within the farming population) were expanded to
include newer landholders and wider external interactions (with
people outside of the community) gave the group access to new
knowledge and resources. Central to the maintenance of existing
social capital and the formation of new social capital was having
landholders working and learning together to achieve a common
goal; that of improving landscape health within the catchment.
In the process of addressing issues identified as being important by
the local community, the Landcare group’s activities created not only
structural social capital but also cognitive social capital. Through their
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involvement in group projects and by seeing the benefits of onground works such as fencing and revegetation, landholders were
exposed to new information and practices and their awareness of
local land management issues increased. Access to government
funding via the Landcare group, in addition to other services the
group provided (information evenings, field days, farm walks, use of
a spray cart, subsidised tree purchase and chemicals) enabled
landholders to implement works on their own properties. Involvement
with the group led to the acquisition of new skills (such as property
planning), the opportunity to share knowledge with others, and
exposure to the scientific expertise of Landcare co-ordinators, guest
speakers and other government agency staff. Landcare created a
context in which landholders could acquire new knowledge about the
environment and recommended land management practices.
Schusler & Decker (2003: 311) define social learning as “learning
that occurs when people engage with one another, sharing diverse
perspectives and experiences to develop a common framework of
understanding and basis for joint action.” Indigo Valley Landcare
group created opportunities for social learning and the common
framework for understanding would have included expectations
about others behaviour. In the sense that social norms are a form of
knowledge based on experience (Wallace, 2009) participation in
Landcare would have led to the creation of new norms, negotiated
within the Landcare group, in response to new knowledge and
experiences. This is a key outcome of government investment in
Landcare.
In terms of building social capital, successful projects like the
blackberry drive and joint salinity project would have increased the
community’s confidence in the ability of the group to get things done.
This would have encouraged further participation in group activities
and increased group cohesiveness, as group success is known to
bring group members closer together (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).
The more numerous the social ties and the stronger they are, they
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more likely it is that individuals will comply with social norms
(Coleman, 1990) and that new norms will emerge (Opp, 2001).
Sobels (2006) writes of empowerment through learning and the role
of Landcare (and Landcare networks) in creating a learning culture in
which people were open to the exchange of information and new
approaches. Belonging to a group of local landholders, faced with
similar land management decisions, allows individuals to share
knowledge, experiment and learn from past mistakes in a supportive
environment. The Landcare group was a trusted source of
information because the information was filtered via the committee
and could be discussed / assessed / put into practice in the company
of peers.
The Landcare group provided government organisations with access
to the community; a means of channelling information about the
environment, and the types of funding available for works on private
land. As such it has been an avenue for change via relationship
building, awareness raising, community acceptance of cost-sharing
arrangements, and learning via the acquisition of new knowledge and
skills. The relative stability of NRM organisations in the north-east
has meant that those people involved in the implementation of
government programs have extensive knowledge of the area, good
working relationships across agencies and the flexibility to tailor
projects to landholder needs. This is having a positive impact on
landholders participating in government incentive schemes; their
values are being upheld and their land management actions
supported. Face-to-face contact between landholders and agency
staff is creating new networks and trust; vital ingredients for the
creation of new land management practice norms.
Government funding of Landcare weed control projects has
contributed to the maintenance of existing farming norms. The
agricultural focus of earlier NRM programs has demonstrably
changed the way farmers think about the environment. Agency
197

involvement in Landcare, the success of Landcare projects and the
emphasis on replanting native vegetation has meant that many
farmers have revegetated their land. NRM programs delivered via the
Landcare group and with the help of government funded facilitators
and coordinators have been able to reach landholders who might
otherwise have been suspicious of government interventions.
Local groups have inside knowledge of their communities and are
therefore well-positioned to instigate change. It goes without saying
however that not all groups will be equally as effective and their
influence may fluctuate over time. As mentioned in Section 4.4.2
(p118) the Indigo Valley group was quite active from its inception in
1988 until 2006, after which activity and membership declined. The
reasons for this decline are briefly described in the following chapter
in Section 7.3.6 [‘Loss of social capital’]. Ageing farmers, volunteer
burnout and less effective leadership are some of the contributing
factors. The Indigo Valley Landcare group may need to reinvent itself
to be an effective catalyst for change into the future.
The activities of the Indigo Valley Landcare group have
demonstrated that community NRM organisations can be a catalyst
for social change; this is an intangible but nonetheless critical
outcome of government investment in Landcare. Local initiatives can
effectively generate new expectations about the right way to manage
the land. Social pressure can motivate even the most reluctant
individuals to alter their behaviour.
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Chapter

7

Findings:
SOCIAL INTERACTIONS
Social life depends on the fit between what is socially required and what is
individually desired
Quinn & Holland, 1987: 13

7.1

INTRODUCTION

The third and final research question, the subject of this chapter,
asks how social interactions between the farming community and
newer lifestyle residents might be influencing, and influenced by,
local social norms. This is a key question to consider because for
social norms to operate in any context they must be communicated
and enforced; this happens via the interactions between community
members. The nature and extent of interactions will determine
whether or not established norms will remain or give way to outside
influences.
Although I did not directly observe social interactions within the case
study community the interview data has much to say about the level
of support for local organisations, relationships with neighbours,
whether or not residents have a sense of community, and how each
group of landholders, farming and non-farming, relate to one another.
In discussing these data I aim to elucidate the process of establishing
common understandings within a community (or group), and how the
latter might generate social expectations that influence the
management of native vegetation on private land.
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7.2

CHANGING LAND OWNERSHIP

One of the key assumptions underpinning this research was that
increasing property turnover and a decrease in the number of fulltime farmers is influencing the way native vegetation is managed on
private land. Changing land ownership has transformed Indigo Valley
from a farming community to a rural amenity area with a more
diverse mix of landholders. As discussed in Chapter 4 there are two
main categories of landholder in Indigo Valley; the generally older,
long term resident farmers, and the generally younger/newer nonfarming (lifestyle) owners. There is the potential for conflict between
these two groups, and certainly it does occur. However, the interview
data indicate that relations between farming and non-farming
landholders in the valley are generally amicable, for reasons that will
become clearer later in this chapter. This section will look at the
effect of demographic change on the farming community and the
perceptions each group of landholders has about the other.
7.2.1 Change from the farmer’s perspective
I begin with a farmer’s perspective on the beginning of change in
land ownership as relayed to me by one of the key informants:
Twenty years ago when I started moving around through that country; there
were a lot more farmers as you said. I remember one guy telling me… “The
Indians are coming.” This was the people from Wodonga…people moving
out and wanting to live in rural communities. He mentioned to me a number
of years later, “The Indians are on the other side of the hill, they’re over the
hill and they're in the valley, they’ve arrived” (GA3)
The first of the non-farming owners moved into the Indigo Valley area
around 30 years ago but the majority of the newcomers interviewed
have been in residence for 2 -15 years. As explained in Chapter 4,
newcomers to Indigo Valley tend to be professional people with the
financial means to buy a 40 hectare property in the area. They
choose to live in the valley because of its general amenity; scenery,
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space and convenient distance from major urban centres. They want
to live in a rural community and the work of looking after their
properties is considered by many to be pleasurable and rewarding:
Well it is quite time consuming but it’s sort of satisfyingly time consuming.
It fulfils so many other needs like keeping healthy and just being a bit more
in touch with nature and the weather and so on. I think that’s important
(LH32)
…to be able to own this land and this block is just so satisfying for me,
totally fulfilling based on everything. Even everything that’s my last 30
years of working, this has given that a meaning, I guess (LH33)
The farmers I questioned generally had positive attitudes towards
newer owners of land in the valley. They recognised that non-farming
or hobby farming owners have the capacity to invest in the land to
protect and improve it:
…some of the smaller farmers are more productive than the large farmers
because they subsidise what they’re doing more heavily out of their own
wage, so they’re putting more into their little block and they’re making it
work harder. It’s not financially viable, but it’s viable for their lifestyle and
viable for what they’re doing (LH21-farmer)
Farmers also recognise that that the property demand created by
lifestyle purchasers makes non-viable agricultural land a valuable
asset. In amenity areas like Indigo Valley land is worth more as a
lifestyle block than it is for agriculture and so the increase in the price
of real estate can be seen as a good thing:
They look at their farm, or the unproductive bits of it, and think “good,
there’s my super, when I’ve had enough. I can subdivide.” (GA1)
On the other hand the higher prices make it difficult for farmers
increase their holdings and if the land is taken out of production there
is additional cause for resentment:
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I want to buy that. I have to compete against an executive, coming out of
Melbourne, who’s probably got two million dollars for their house, and a
package, and they buy that to put bloody trees on it. So the agricultural part
of it’s gone (LH25)
As discussed in Chapter 4 the conversion of prime agricultural land
(as perceived by the farming population) to lifestyle blocks was of
serious concern to most farmers. One farmer was incensed that the
neighbouring property had been split up and parts of it revegetated;
all he could see was that 40-50 acres of ‘magnificent creek’ and
years of hard work keeping the land clear of regrowth was being
wasted. Needless to say this farmer was not on good terms with the
neighbouring lifestyle owners.
There is no question that non-farming landholders can create land
management issues for farmers in rural areas and in Indigo Valley
conflict was typically around issues of weed and pest management or
native vegetation and land use:
I’ve got neighbours who have about a hundred acres up there and all
they’re grazing is kangaroos and I wouldn’t mind if they kept them on their
side of the fence (LH27)
See we got greenies down there… and next door to us in the paddock over
the back… They wouldn’t cut the trees down when we…bloody well fencing
there after the fire burnt it out (LH30)
In general however, the people moving into the valley have made a
good impression on the locals. One long-term resident (LH15) said
they “stand up on the line straight away” taking office in the fire brigade
or a position on the Landcare committee. Locals appreciated that
young families were needed to keep the local school viable, a matter
of great interest to people in the valley according to one resident:
So when anyone has kids that are growing up or if a new family moves into
the valley and they’ve got little kids, everyone says oh good, they’re coming
to the school (LH16)
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Well, I can think of examples in the valley here of very fine people who’ve
moved in and have taken very active roles in community things, the likes of
the fire brigade and Landcare Group and all of that. That’s got to be
positive (LH29)
One aspect of demographic change that was mentioned by many of
the longer term residents was the number of new homes and new
faces in the valley. One character bemoaned the fact that he could
no longer shoot from the veranda, there were that many houses in
the vicinity; and farming people who had lived in the valley for
decades or a lifetime felt that they didn’t know everyone like they
used to. Knowing seemed to mean, ‘able to recognise’ as in faces, or
cars driving by:
Half the cars you don’t know (LH3)
Knowing and trusting are closely linked: one conception of trust is
that it is an expectation about the actions of others (Kohn, 2008).
Regular interaction within a community or group allows individual
reputations to be established; trust is developed over time as people
observe how others behave in a variety of situations. The farmer
quoted below does not have confidence in the ability of others to
perform competently because he does not have the same level of
trust in people he does not know:
You know like it was all farming but now it’s not farming anymore. Like say
for example with the fire brigade. Just as an example. If you went to the fire
shed you always had incredible faith in who was going to be there. But now,
if I went down there I’d be thinking I wonder whose bloody gonna be there.
Whose gonna be driving the truck. I’d never ever thought about that before.
Because everyone was sort of experienced and knew what was going on
(LH1)
It is evident from the above that some of the older residents have
stepped back from regular involvement in community organisations,
making it more difficult for them to accept change because they have
distanced themselves from it:
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I don’t know, you just seem to grow away from it. Just sort of…there’s not
much reason for you to be mixin’ amongst people I ‘spose. A lot of people
work, a lot of the other women work and stuff so, they don’t want you
annoyin’ them while they, when they come home I guess (LH3)
The majority of the longer term residents were philosophical about
change, especially given the valley’s location:
Well being so close to Wodonga it’s just progress unfortunately (LH6)
Well, as the pressure comes on with the urban growth of Albury Wodonga
and land values in the surrounding areas rising, it’s a case of local farmers
being less inclined to make that level of investment here… there are an
awful lot of them, an awful lot of people who have non-farming incomes; it’s
really a lifestyle proposition. The trend is very firmly in place here, too
(LH29)

7.2.2 Non-farmer perceptions of farmers
The other side of the coin is the question of how the lifestyle owners
feel about the farmers. Generally the farmers were seen to be
practical and hardworking and there was a fair bit of sympathy for
them; who’d want to be a farmer, at the mercy of “bunnies, bugs,
drought, frost, floods” was how one person (LH7) put it.
As well as sympathy, there was admiration and respect for the values
they represent and their practical knowledge and learning on matters
relating to the land:
…they’re a really nice couple. They’ve helped me do things at different
times. Plant and equipment and what have you and ah you know they’re just
your good, real farming family (LH2)
My experience when it comes to observing people in this valley, right, the
most successful people are the ones that have got the practical knowledge
and instinct and ability to do what they do. I would suggest most of the
successful land owners around here have actually had minimal education
and would never have gone to university. (LH16)
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Those farmers who were trying to remain viable and also consider
the environment were those that were viewed most favourably by the
more environmentally conscious lifestyle owners:
But there’s also farmers, traditional farmers who’ve put great big land, tree
corridors in, which is great (LH14)
I think farmers who consider the environment, as well as their farming, are
fantastic. I think it can all work, I only hope they can make enough money
out of it for the work that goes into it (LH18)
Many of the lifestyle owners seemed to identify with the farmers, in
that they were sympathetic to their plight (drought, long hours, low
farm viability) and respected the skill and effort involved in earning a
living from the land. The minimum subdivision size of 40 hectares
being ‘just big enough to play with’ as one owner said of their block,
also gives farming and non-farming landholders some common
ground. Indigo Valley was compared with the nearby township of
Yackandandah with its large subdivisions of small blocks:
I think it’s perhaps the mix with the farming people, the blocks are bigger
here so people are more involved with agriculture in one way or another, so
perhaps they don’t feel a bit so much isolated, like the people with the little
piddly seven acres over there (LH10)
Large lifestyle blocks mean that Indigo Valley lifestyle owners have to
manage similar land issues as the farmers, but on a smaller scale;
weed and pest control, stock (even if this is only a few sheep to keep
the grass down), fencing, water supply and native vegetation
management. Local farmers are therefore a source of practical
advice, local knowledge, labour and equipment and in this capacity
serve as role models for property owners with no farming background
and little practical knowledge. The need to seek information and
practical help creates opportunities for social interaction.
What may be a critical factor influencing the nature of interactions
between farming and non-farming landholders is their location in the
valley. Within the case study area most (79%) of the non-farming
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landholders interviewed had neighbouring farmers, or long term
resident farming families, on at least one side of the fence, because
lifestyle blocks are generally carved from an existing farm. There
were no small subdivisions of the type referred to above but rather a
patchwork of 40 hectare blocks and larger working farms, although
the lifestyle blocks were more numerous in the upper valley where
the land is steeper and not as suitable for agriculture. The best
agricultural land is located in middle Indigo, as are more of the fulltime farmers; hence the potential for more conflict between farming
and non-farming landholders (and the evidence supports this).
Research participants invariably had something to say about
neighbours and relations were generally good even where there were
differences of opinion over some issues:
…they let us kill our pigs down there last year, two years ago, so they’ve got
all the cool room and the butchering area and stuff, so they let us do that
down there. That’s the sort of nice and friendly neighbourly stuff that
happens (LH10)
We get on really well with our [farming] neighbours but they have a
different view than we do…__ probably laughs at us up here but we get on
quite well (LH14)
My neighbour down there… just came up and he baled those small squares
for me and he came up and raked all the paddock there… and I go down
and help him do his bits and pieces (LH23)
One local farmer said if he wasn’t a farmer he would want to be a
lifestyle owner himself because for him a rural lifestyle far outweighs
a suburban one. For that reason he felt he could not be hypocritical,
so his strategy was to encourage them. I surmise that ‘helping them’
to be good neighbours meant imparting local knowledge about how
things are done i.e. local norms:
But just like to do all we can to help them be good neighbours and to lend
them a hand (LH34)
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On balance the farming families welcomed the lifestyle owners and
they in turn felt welcomed. Recall the earlier discussion in Chapter 4
about local norms that encourage the welcoming of new residents;
and there were any number of stories to indicate that welcoming
behaviour was indeed the norm:
…he’s been here since a boy and they’ve taken us in as locals (LH33)
…like when we first arrived. This house was actually built in two halves as
a transportable, and then it had to come up on the back of a truck and be
put together up here and the chap that was doing the transporting said
"Might need a tractor handy just in case I need to try and manoeuvre it" and
we went, "Right a tractor". And we’d met a couple of people that sort of
waved and said "hello". So anyway we went and introduced ourselves and
said "oh you know blah blah" "Not a problem" [said the neighbour] "when
do you need it? I’ll be there" (LH31)
I conclude this section with a response to a question I asked about
changing land ownership and what it means for the valley. I asked it
of a landholder who grew up in a farming family in the valley, lived
away for many years, but has recently moved back. This reflection
seems to capture the potential for mutually beneficial interactions
between the two landholder groups in the valley:
To go back to your question about whether that’s a good thing about the
professionals, I think in the end, as far as I’m concerned, it matters what
sort of people they are. Because I suppose if you’re a professional and
you’re used to studying and you’re used to doing research, you’re used to
asking for people for help, presumably you’re a little bit more teachable,
you’re willing to listen to new ideas. But maybe you don’t quite have the
practical skills… (LH16)

7.3

SOCIAL INTERACTIONS: nature & extent

As one would expect of a small geographically well-defined area like
Indigo Valley there are well-established family and social networks
within the farming community and I will begin this section by
describing them. The question is: are these breaking down as the
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farming population ages, as farmers seek off-property work and
younger people leave the valley; and are they being extended to
include newcomers to the area? The remainder of this section will
attempt to answer this question by exploring the ‘associational life’ 14
(Kohn, 2008) of the community. The degree of interaction between
community members and the level of support for community groups
will determine how readily social norms are communicated, the
degree of influence they have, and how effectively they can be
maintained.
7.3.1 Existing networks
Most of the farmers I interviewed (12/17) grew up in the valley and so
have family connections that go back at least as far as their parents
and sometimes generations beyond. The remainder (5/17) have lived
in the valley long enough to have raised their own families. That
there are family networks is a given although this might not always
equate to social interaction. However being ‘known’ not only creates
a sense of belonging and a feeling of having a shared history; it also
means that others have knowledge that can be used to enforce
social norms by means of gossip. In this respect having family
connections in the valley makes it more difficult to be immune to the
obligations and expectations that come with people knowing ‘who
you are’:
I mean most of the people would know me because we’ve got proximity, but
outside of this end of the valley, they would probably know me because of
my family name – they know who I am (LH17)
Most interviews with long term residents contained references to
family networks:

14

The associational life of a community refers to the level of interaction between
community members; the higher it is the greater the likelihood of there being a network
of relationships that are mutually supportive and reliable, sustaining a stronger sense of
community and increasing the capacity of the community to increase the health and well
being of its members.
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…we’re a local family and if you’ve grown up in an area, although you
mightn’t live ‘in the valley’ [emphasized], you still know those people
through all different parts of your life for various reasons (LH17)
There’s a lot of relations around here. In the history of the __ family, for a
lot of years they only had boys and a lot of the boys came back to become
farmers, so there’s quite a network of family around this area (LH21)
Well actually the whole tribe’s up here nowadays just about except one
(LH27)
The existence of social networks is a little harder to establish but they
can be inferred from references to the school, the church and the
CFA, signifying the important role they have played in the social life
of the community, especially in the days when poor transport and
communication made communities more insular than they are now:
…I grew up as a child here and I did all my early working and everything
down here, so when I’d come up to visit it was family and maybe church folk
(LH16)
…that community was a very strong Christian community and they all went
to church and they put that first (GA1)
…the basis of the local outing for a long time sort of thing, was related to
church and church-related activities…there was only the one focal point
which was the church (LH21)
I have been in the CFA since I was about 16 (LH25) [> 60 years old now]
The school was invariably mentioned by interviewees when the topic
of discussion was community. Established in 1874, soon after the
valley was settled, the school is the longest serving community
organisation and a place of great importance to families living in the
area. The school actively celebrated its centenary in 1974. A small
publication “100 years at state school 1115 Middle Indigo” was
published by the school and the foreword states that: “this booklet
and celebrations are to enable all ex-residents, ex-students and
teachers to return and meet with those they may not have seen for
some time.” Events like these build commitment to place and
community and the desire to ‘fit in’ and ‘do as others do’.
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7.3.2 Local organisations and events
Without a township to provide venues for socialising it is only by
joining local organisations and supporting fundraisers and functions
that residents can interact socially with others besides family and
neighbours. This is particularly important for new residents who do
not have family connections that might serve as an introduction to
community. The more welcoming and inclusive these groups are, the
more likely it is that new residents will develop ties to the local
community and feel a sense of belonging and community pride.
The newer residents of Indigo Valley generally supported local
organisations and activities. Interviews suggest they want to belong
to the local community and therefore make a conscious effort to get
involved. Well established and more recent comers alike, the lifestyle
landholders I interviewed considered the Indigo community to be a
very welcoming one and the more welcoming the community is the
more likely that new members will develop emotional ties and feel a
sense of belonging and pride:
…we’ve moved around a fair bit, and we have never been made to feel so
welcome as we have here (LH10)
…it’s a very welcoming community and you can be part of it from day one if
you want to and that’s what we did (LH2)
One person recognised that this is a two way process:
…the community’s not going to beat a path to your door if you don’t put in
somewhere… (LH10)
Longer term residents appreciated that new blood can be good for
the community. Locals fought for years to keep the primary school
open as student numbers dwindled, but with younger families moving
into the valley the school has been transformed from a “poky one room
transportable” (LH2) to an attractive two classroom school [Figure 7.1]
with a current student population of about 25:
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Oh yeah without them kids that school would’ve been long gone. When our
kids were leaving it was just about ready to close down, the numbers were
gone. Cause it’s all those new people that’s coming in with the kids that’s
kept old Indigo going (LH27)
As one resident said, keeping the school going is a matter of great
interest to people in the valley and for parents with young children
the school may be their first point of contact with the local
community:
Prior to the kids going into the school, we didn’t have really any
connections and we were happy about that, we were busy. But once they
entered school that was our introduction to community (LH18)

Figure 7.1

Middle Indigo Primary School, Indigo Creek Road

Middle Indigo Primary holds an annual concert and most people in
the valley attend, whether they have children there or not. Even when
student numbers fell as low as 13 there were still around 120 people
at the annual review. The school also hosts an annual trivia night
which is held at Watchbox Winery in middle Indigo – this also is well
supported. Events and fundraisers are communicated by word of
mouth, signage at the school [Chapter 4, Figure 4.3] and letterbox
drops; anyone who wants to advertise this way has only to drop
leaflets into the post office and the mail contractor will deliver them
on his/her rounds.
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Indigo Valley has a weekend newspaper run. Volunteers go to the
local post office, pick up the newspapers and then deliver them.
There are about 20 people on the roster. It’s a good way to get to
know people; as one person explained:
So often you’ll… if you drive up to the house, if you see someone rather than
dropping it in the mailbox… and if you don’t know them, you go up and say
hello. We’ll be sitting here having breakfast and someone will bring the
newspaper up to the front window instead of the mailbox (LH33)
Watchbox Winery is located on Indigo Creek Road, which runs
through the centre of the valley. The winery is owned by a couple
that moved to the area 17 years ago. They love the valley and the
people in it and the winery regularly hosts local functions and
employs local staff. One person estimated that the winery has
probably employed 20 local teenagers since it first opened roughly
10 years ago:
Both my kids work at the winery, so that’s another network, a lot of the
valley kids work in the winery... (GA33)
The country fire association (CFA) is very strong in the valley. As
with Landcare, everyone I interviewed had some connection with the
CFA. Most were past or present members or at least provided
financial support; as noted in Chapter 4 there is a social obligation to
do so because this organisation is highly valued by the community.
The group currently has around 85 active members (new and longer
term residents); an impressive number for a local organisation in a
small community. Monthly meetings and working bees are an
opportunity for residents to catch up with old acquaintances and
meet new people:
There are people in the fire brigade even who I see rarely; not everyone’s at
every meeting and some only go occasionally, I guess. I find myself
introducing myself to people fairly regularly (LH29)
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Meetings not only provide a venue for cementing existing
relationships; they bring together people who might not otherwise
meet and give new people the opportunity to join existing social
networks and find out ‘who’s who’ in the valley. People also
recognise that groups like the CFA have more than just a primary
function in the community; joining forces to fight an external threat
such as a fire can make people appreciate what they have and can
help to build a sense of place and social capital (Vanclay, 2008). In
addition the norm of helping others, of ‘standing together’ and making
sacrifices for the benefit of the community creates solidarity and
reinforces the belief that others are willing to do the same (Uphoff,
2000):
…it’s a strong network as well, like it’s sort of it’s more than just fire
brigade putting out fires, it’s sort of, you know, helping everybody and
everything along sort of thing (LH21)
I mean I think there’s things like the bushfires that really draw the
community together (LH34).
At the north-eastern end of the valley is a small weatherboard
church, the Cookinburra Community Church [Figure 7.2 and see also
Chapter 4 Figure 4.4].
Prior to its recent incarnation, the Presbyterian and Uniting churches
used to run services on alternate Sundays. When numbers dropped
below a certain point the mainstream churches decided to withdraw.
Rather than have the church cease to operate, a core group of
churchgoers decided to keep it going as a non-denominational
community church:
…we’ve got a community church over here, about ten or twelve families
come once a month and they’re all valley people (LH16)
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Figure 7.2

Indigo Valley Community Church

Members of the church take turns to give services or a guest lay
preacher will be invited to speak on special occasions. Church
members share the organisation of services and post-service
refreshments. Four of the life style landholders I interviewed attend
the community church; here again the newer residents are forming
social ties with established community because the church provides
a venue for social interaction between people with similar values:
…the thing that holds us together is not our denominations, which are all
different; it’s the fact that we want a presence in the valley, a Christian
presence (LH16)
The valley used to have a very devout Christian community and one
of the key informants who used to be involved with the CFA said they
would never schedule training on a Sunday because attending
church was first priority for the locals. Things have changed since
then and the church has less influence but is nonetheless important
to some residents:
Just certain families…only a fraction o’ the Creek. But the same ones go
there every week regardless, it wouldn’t matter if the sky fell in, they’d still
be there. There’s some very, religious people over in that part of the world
(LH27)
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Although its membership is small the Cookinburra community church
may be just as important for the community as the school, the
Landcare group and the CFA as it fulfils a different set of needs. It
provides an alternative social setting for individuals who may be less
inclined to belong to the more mainstream groups. It may provide
some members with status within that small group, encouraging
those individuals to fulfil their potential or to give more back to the
group or community. It is another venue for the promotion of trust
through reputation, which is an important function of local activities
(Kohn, 2008). The church does not require the same level of
commitment as other groups, meaning people can go there for no
other reason than to socialise:
There’s more time spent in the cups of tea and cake afterwards, catching up,
than before the cups of tea, simply because a lot of the guys in particular
and some of the ladies wouldn’t see each other for months and months if
that didn’t happen (LH16)
It’s just to reach out to the community and say to people, there’s a lot of
people really hurting in the community, like people who are old and lonely,
sick, whatever, we just want to reach out to them and people have started
coming. We had it chock-a-block last Sunday. It’s only once a month, but it
was chock-a-block (LH4)
For some residents the church helps to create a sense of attachment
to place. It’s “a gorgeous little building” said one resident (LH22), and
for another newcomer to the community the church is a good place to
go to for the historical and novelty aspect of it, and the “fellowship
regardless of your religious beliefs” (LH33).
Interview questions regarding local events often led to mention of the
annual Christmas ‘do’ by those landholders that lived in the upper
valley. There seems to be something of a social divide between
upper and middle Indigo and this was most evident when the subject
of the Christmas party came up for discussion. The cut-off point for
attendance at the top end Christmas party is Watchbox Road [Figure
7.3] which runs off Indigo Creek road about half way down the valley.
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Figure 7.3

Watchbox Road junction, Indigo Creek Road

According to some this particular function has grown in reputation
and size:
…last year we just had it in the middle of the road and had the biggest
turnout ever last year. It was unbelievable! (LH6)
One person (LH36) joked that the lower end can “bloody well have
their own Christmas party” and I gained the impression that some
residents were a little put out that they didn’t get an invite to the top
end ‘do’:
And if you’ve been up the upper, I’ve given ‘em hell. I’ve said it’s alright
I’m gonna put a better party on, and I’m going to invite everyone this side
of the bridge… We have just a Christmas gathering for people in this lane
(LH18)
The Landcare group is another local organisation that has had an
important role in the community. The activities of this group were
discussed at length in the previous chapter; the evidence suggested
that the group actively reinforced the local social hierarchy and
deliberately set out to involve newcomers in the group’s activities.
Some of the group’s activities provided unique opportunities for
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social interaction, including the chance to take a look at other
properties and gain familiarity with the physical landscape; this can
be important in terms of developing a sense of place.
One former committee member said that Landcare membership
provided he and his partner with a good introduction to the valley
community when they first moved there (in the mid 90s) because
people used to come to their place to pick up trees; they were the
designated pick-up point for the annual order of natives from a local
nursery.
7.3.3 Sense of community
For norms to be common knowledge and observed, there needs to
be what Coleman (1990) terms closure i.e. the existence of sufficient
ties between enough people, that not complying with social
expectations (norms) will warrant punishment such as ostracism, loss
of reputation, or gossip. The more that people interact with one
another the more likely it is that closure will occur. In a small
community such as Indigo Valley local norms that encourage people
to support community organisations will also promote compliance as
a result of the bonds that are developed in the course of these
interactions.
One such bond might be a growing sense of community or
attachment to place. Increasing familiarity with the physical
landscape, or objects within it (such as buildings or parks) can foster
a sense of place (Vanclay et al. 2008). Sense of community is also
likely to be related to factors such as length of residency, the number
of neighbours that can be identified by their first name and the level
of satisfaction with the community (Glyn, 1981).
Every landholder interviewed was able to identify their neighbours,
usually on a first name basis, and not just the ones next door. All but
the more recent (< 5 years) entrants to the valley had at least some
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knowledge of the more prominent people in the community. Others
seemed to be well informed about just about everyone, even if only
by hearsay. Although a few of the lifestyle landholders talked of
moving on, most had no plans to leave the valley and the greater
percentage (68%) of those I interviewed had already lived in the
valley for 10 or more years. The following observation was made by
a lifestyle owner who has lived in the valley for over 15 years:
It’s a good community and people in the main are prepared to put in and
work at it being a community (LH2)
Boundaries, real or symbolic, are known to be important for
communities (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Goodrich & Sampson, 2008).
One of the positive benefits is that boundaries define the community,
separating it from other areas and giving its members a place with
which they can identify.

LH2

Whereas people who live in Indigo Valley are very proud of the fact
they live in Indigo Valley.

W

So people identify with the area.

LH2

People fought to have the name changed, from Barnawartha,
because we were Barnawartha until just a few years ago.

W

So Indigo Valley is a new name?

LH2

Well it’s been called Indigo Valley but my official address is Indigo
Valley now, not Barnawartha. It used to be Indigo Creek Road

W

Ohhhh… that’s with the post code change is it?

LH2

No, the postcode stayed the same, but it used to be Indigo Creek
Road, Barnawartha. Now it’s Indigo Creek Road, Indigo Valley. So it’s
just a locality name but most people really wanted that.

Figure 7.4

Dialogue concerning locale
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Figure 7.4 records an exchange between myself (W) and one of the
interviewees, and is a good example of how something as simple as
a place name or postcode can contribute to a sense of place and
community:
7.3.4 The role of influential people
Indigo Valley has a number of families and individuals who hold
considerable status within the valley and as a result, an indirect
influence on social norms. Some of the changes in attitudes and
behaviour toward the environment (within the farming population),
and willingness to be involved in Landcare activities can be attributed
(in part) to their influence. Many interviewees, not just the long term
farming residents but also the more recent lifestyle owners and
agency personnel, mentioned the pivotal role of these people. These
families and individuals were all long-term residents, part of the
farming community, and actively involved in local groups such as the
CFA and Landcare.
To return to the theme of tree planting one individual in particular
became a staunch advocate for revegetation and was able to
persuade others to plant native trees. Many interviewees spoke of
this man who was well known locally and commanded a high level of
local esteem:
…we called him ‘the Mayor of Indigo Valley’ (LH2)
This person was important in terms of facilitating interaction:
…was great because he went over lots of different types of people, people
that respected him, and it worked well and people were keen to be involved
(LH36)
He persuaded not only farmers but newer property owners to follow
his example:
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I had a very good neighbour down the road down there, he’s gone now, he’s
passed away, and he said if I didn’t donate 10% of my land to trees, in 20
years time I wouldn’t have the other 90% anyway, because that’s what
salinity was going to do… he’s donated 10% of his place, over 1,000 acres,
so he give them 100 acres straight away and he’s probably given them a bit
more ever since then. So I did the same thing (LH23)
One local landholder who wasn’t interviewed for this research (not
interested) was often mentioned in the research interviews. He owns
a lot of land in the valley and this seems to give him a certain amount
of status and respect in the community, and the ability therefore to
enforce norms:
I’ve got one of the biggest farmers in the area, he’s completely located
around me…we won’t worry about his name or anything, but he probably
owns most of the land from here back to Barnawartha. And he says that this
land is for farming and so I do my best to make sure it stays as farming
myself, don't let any weeds grow and do all the bits and pieces, that’s why I
get on very well with him (LH23).
The next quote illustrates the importance of long term residence in a
community in terms of social influence. Previous chapters have
already established the existence of a local social hierarchy and here
is evidence that because, in this community ‘the old’ are actively
welcoming ‘the new’ they are more readily accepted:
But those people... because they were old farming families, they weren’t new
people coming in making and making new people welcome, they were old
families and I think that made the difference (LH2)

7.3.5 The anti-social
There were some residents within the case study area who seemed
not to belong to the Indigo Valley community. Their location perhaps
contributed to their social isolation in that they were physically more
isolated from the more neighbourly, community minded life stylers.
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These life stylers admitted that they kept pretty much to themselves,
partly because they do not identify with the farming community. They
live on bush blocks on the outer edge of the case study area, away
from the main valley which follows the course of Indigo Creek. This is
because the land adjacent to the creek is valuable agricultural land
and has been cleared of native vegetation whereas the bush blocks
that appeal to the green non-farmer are located on what was once
more marginal farming land. Perhaps the reason they like the bush
blocks is because they are naturally more private people who like a
bit of solitude:
…we’re a little bit hermity. We don’t socialise much (LH13)
These people all valued native vegetation and biodiversity and acted
in accordance with those beliefs. They had strong personal norms
that influenced the way they managed their land and they weren't too
concerned about what the farming community thought of them:
…not that we dislike people, we just, we appreciate good people but we
can’t be bothered with ones that, you know, don’t necessarily hold similar
views to us (LH8)
This remark characterises some of the green life-stylers15 and it is
perhaps because they know they do not share the majority view
about native vegetation and a particular style of land management
that they avoid group situations where they might be pressured to
conform.
7.3.6 Loss of social capital
I do not wish to convey the impression that social relations in Indigo
Valley have not been adversely affected by structural changes in the

15

The Green non-farmer is likely to be living on a bush block and actively protecting or
enhancing native vegetation. It is unlikely that the land is being used to generate an
income and the owners are likely to be interested in government programs which enable
them to manage remnant vegetation [Chapter 4 Table 4.2].
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farming community. Some of the remaining full-time farmers are
struggling to remain financially viable and so are less enthusiastic
about making improvements to the farm and belonging to the local
Landcare group. The farming population is aging and some are less
involved in the school and the CFA. As noted earlier in this chapter
some of the older residents feel that they no longer know everyone in
the community like they used to and so they are less inclined to
socialise:
Yeah, we used to be in it [Landcare], years ago, but we haven’t been to any
meetings for a long time. It all changed and I don’t know what they’re doin’
these days (LH3).
Old-timers in the valley spoke of changes in the membership of the
CFA. With a lot of newer members the more experienced volunteers,
some of whom have lived in the valley for most of their lives, feel they
can no longer rely upon people they don’t know:
Well I think you had incredible trust in people but those people aren’t here
any more. ‘Cause there’s been a changeover in population (LH1).
One of the problems with the CFA, according to the long time
members, is that accreditation is now necessary. Older men,
volunteers since they were young men, now have to obtain
qualifications if they are to remain active members of the CFA. They
resent having to do this and feel that no amount of paper certification
can make up for years of experience:
He said I'm not interested in getting accredited because some of the people
now that are on these trucks which are these people coming out on these
small blocks, they will kill you if you get on the back. Have no experience.
They can't… They drive a bloody car. Certainly they probably go off and do
their truck course on the flat, but in the heat of the moment at a fire on the
side of a hill you don't go there. You might as well get burnt (LH25)
The Landcare group in the valley is at present only “pottering along
quietly” (LH36) partly because the membership base has changed.
As with the CFA many of those members that were active and
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enthusiastic during the group’s formative years are now older and no
longer as interested. There was some suggestion that perhaps a lot
of the work that needed to be done (remedial work requiring
revegetation for instance) has been done:
… the people who’d put all the work and energy into it for a long time just
got burnt out and there was no-one really keen to take it on afterward
(LH36)
Changing group membership in combination with changes in
government NRM programs [Refer back to Chapter 6] has
disenfranchised some of the traditional farmers who have different
priorities to those of the non-farming landholders. One farmer
complained that the group operates more on weekends now when
he’d rather be doing other things. The same farmer also said that ‘the
real farmers’ aren’t there any more although they should be, implying
that the group had lost its farmer base in terms of membership and
perhaps relevance; this ties in with this key informant’s assessment
of the group:
Indigo used to have a Landcare group that was very strong but had an
agricultural focus. Now a few life-stylers have come in – they haven’t really
been welcomed in. The new comers are trying to change things but are
battling the older members (GA1).

7.4

INTERACTIONS & NORMS

As noted earlier, although Indigo Valley does not have a township it
has a Winery, which is a popular venue for local functions; a well
maintained school that is highly valued by the community; and a
number of local organisations that provide a platform for social
interaction between longer term residents and newcomers. People
know their neighbours; newcomers are being made welcome by
longer term residents, and farming and lifestyle landholders are living
harmoniously side by side. Relationships are being established and
bonds are being formed between longer term residents and
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newcomers to the valley; this is the structural dimension of social
capital. As part of the process new residents develop a sense of
belonging and identification that involve feelings of acceptance and
satisfaction; these are likely to result in commitment to the
community or at least those aspects of it in which individuals are
involved (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Vanclay, 2008).
The cognitive dimension of social capital involves building trust and
reputation, and the communication of expectations, based on values
held by those in the community. In communities undergoing
demographic change the question of who might be influencing who is
an important one for policy makers because they need to know how
to design and implement interventions that will have the desired
outcomes. Are newcomers introducing new values and new norms of
behaviour that will alter land management practices, or is the reverse
happening; are the values and norms of the farming community
being absorbed by the lifestyle owners? This process depends to
some extent on the willingness of new landholders to fit in, their level
of involvement with local groups and their relationships with
neighbouring landholders.
The data suggest that being a long term resident farmer confers a
measure of status and respect in Indigo Valley. I have also
established that newer property owners respect the farmers (even if
they do not always agree with them on certain issues), and look up to
them and seek guidance on farming matters:
I want to be as good as my neighbours are…the neighbours who I look up to
and respect for what they’ve done… I think a lot of work, good work, has
been done and I’d hate to be the person that undoes it (LH33)
In this context newcomers to the community are likely to defer to
longer term residents and feel obligated to act on any advice given,
especially if they have been welcomed into the community by friendly
farming neighbours; an effective strategy for developing trust and
activating the universal norm of reciprocity whereby one party will do
224

something for another, who will later feel obliged to return the favour.
This creates a situation in which newer landholders are more
susceptible to influence from the farmers rather than the other way
around.
Confident of their rightful place in the community Indigo Valley
farmers feel they have the right to police what new owners are doing
on their land and, as demonstrated earlier [Chapter 5 Section 5.2.2]
this behaviour is considered acceptable because community
members (new and old) are aware of this unspoken hierarchy.
One lifestyle owner mentioned a neighbouring farmer coming across
to tell them they had certain weeds on their property and 'you know'
was the expression they used in lieu of an extended explanation
about just what the farmer did say. The implication was that they
were told in no uncertain terms that they should do something about
the weeds. They did not question the right of the farmer to act in this
way. Below is another instance of elderly farmer exerting social
pressure to conform to pest control norms:
I know the son-in-law __ where I take the eggs, it’s his son-in-law that’s
bought it and he knows nothing about farming. And the bloody rabbits! I
said to __, you tell him I’ve got his phone number here, I said you tell him to
keep an eye on those bloody rabbits because we’ve got the paddock next
door (LH30)
Below is further evidence that existing norms being imposed on
newcomers:
I sometimes think that the life-stylers are being a bit affected by the redneck
farmers who are always over there going crook at them over having a few
logs left on the ground… fire hazard and all this sort of thing (LH4)
Although local norms in a community undergoing demographic
change might be expected to diffuse slowly as newcomers develop
social ties with older members of the community, the Landcare
Group accelerated this process by setting up mentors for new
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residents. [See also Chapter 6 Section 6.2.1]. They not only
capitalised on the social hierarchy within the valley, they reinforced it,
ensuring that existing codes of behaviour were communicated to new
owners. Although I doubt that this was explicitly the goal, mentoring
of newcomers established a context in which interactions would take
place with one party in a position to impose their expectations on the
other.
One might expect that over time, as farming as a full-time occupation
becomes less prevalent and more lifestyle owners move into the
valley that land management practices will change. It is already
evident that without the need to have land in production non-farming
landholders are more inclined to plant trees and retain native
vegetation for aesthetic reasons. Their land management behaviour
is not influenced by tradition and many are thirsty for knowledge
about how to manage the land. Yes, they look to neighbouring
farmers for guidance, but they are also receptive to advice from NRM
practitioners as discussed in the previous chapter. For these reasons
land management practices are likely to change and will continue to
change as older farmers leave the land. New norms will accompany
new practices or the established norms may be modified; perhaps
the local manifestation of more widely held agricultural norms will
change.
In the meantime it seems likely that the established norms in this
community will continue to have the most influence:
…because I would have thought that maybe people coming in would bring
change... No, I think they’re being swayed a bit the other way from what I
can see (LH4)

7.5

CONCLUSION

Indigo Valley is a transitional area, moving from predominantly
farming towards a more multifunctional landscape with a greater
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diversity of landholders. Although the community is changing there
does not, in general, seem to have been a decrease in the level of
social trust and neighbourliness and so long as the mix of farming
and lifestyle owners changes slowly this will probably continue to be
the case. Newcomers to the area have not come in en masse but
gradually over a period of 30-40 years. This has allowed time for
newcomers to be absorbed into the existing community.
Because they choose to live in a rural area, usually for lifestyle
reasons, newcomers generally have a desire to fit in and do as the
locals do. This means that local codes of behaviour are probably
absorbed and observed almost without question by new property
owners, and this extends to land management practices, particularly
those important ones relating to weed and pest control.
There is a strong sense of community in the valley and the voluntary
weekend newspaper run is evidence of this. People would not be
willing to commit to something like this without strong connections to
others. For the lifestyle residents who live in the valley but work
elsewhere this level of personal investment is significant in that it
further contributes to a sense of community. Similarly newer
landholders’ attachment to place may be enhanced by their
involvement in Landcare and improving landscape health in the
valley.
What I see is that Indigo Valley is a community which, although no
longer homogenous, is cohesive rather than divided and has a good
stock of social capital and goodwill. Change is occurring but there is
also continuity and so the established community is able to buffer
outside influences to some extent. Social interactions between long
term residents and newcomers are sustaining the community without
altering its character and existing values.
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Chapter

8

Discussion:
SOCIAL NORMS & NATURAL RESOURCE
MANAGEMENT…
…in changing rural communities
Society… practices a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of
political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme
penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply
into the details of life… the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling…
John Stuart Mill, 1859: 220

8.1

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1 stated that the challenge for this research was to explore
connections between government investment and landholder
behaviour in a rural community characterised by a mix of farming and
non-farming property ownership. My approach has been to develop
specific understanding of a particular case using social norms as my
theoretical framework. This discussion will focus on the theoretical
contributions of this research, including its relevance to other rural
communities.

8.2

KEY CONTRIBUTIONS

This research makes a significant contribution to three broad areas of
study:
1/
2/
3/

The role of social norms in rural communities;
The understanding of social capital; and
Environment and behaviour
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More specifically the key contributions are as follows:
I have used empirical data to reveal, and illustrate, how norms
influence individual behaviour. This is a substantial contribution given
that norms are difficult to identify and measure in the field; largely the
reason why they are little studied. As stated in the introduction to this
work there have been few efforts to combine theoretical explanations
of social norm change with case study research.
I have explored the influence of social norms in a rural landscape
undergoing demographic change and shown that change does not
necessarily result in conflict and lack of co-operation, and therefore
weakened social capital. In a small cohesive community that
welcomes new residents newer non-farming property owners are
likely to be influenced by established local norms.
Much of the literature on social capital in rural communities focuses
on networks rather than norms, although norms are necessary for the
production of social capital and an important outcome of social
interaction. I have addressed this knowledge gap by focussing on the
role of norms and the relevance of this dimension of social capital to
natural resource management.
There is a large body of literature on the adoption of conservation
practices by rural landholders but little consideration has been given
to the role of social norms. The social costs of altering existing
practices and adopting new ones may be a key factor in landholder
decision making but one that is rarely made explicit. This research
suggests that an understanding of the operation and influence of
social norms would provide additional insight into why some
practices are adopted in certain contexts, while others are not.
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8.3

NORMS IN RURAL COMMUNITIES

The first of the key contributions listed above is self evident; the three
results chapters combine empirical data and theoretical explanation
to explain the operation and influence of social norms. The remainder
of this chapter will continue to substantiate this claim.
This section will therefore elaborate on the second of the key
contributions listed above. I will explain why norms guide behaviour
so effectively, especially in rural communities which share many of
the characteristics of groups. I will discuss why changing property
ownership has not resulted in conflict and lack of co-operation in
Indigo Valley and whether this community is typical of, or different to,
other amenity areas. The importance of land ownership in relation to
occupational roles, and the ability of Landcare groups to influence
social norms, will complete this section.
8.3.1 Why norms have influence
Increased mobility and advances in communication technologies
typical of modern societies have enabled individuals to think and act
more independently than they did in the past, and it has been
suggested that these changes can widen social relations and erode
parochial norms (Ellickson, 2001). The results from the Indigo Valley
case study suggest that parochial norms can be maintained and
propagated even in the face of social change. Coleman (1990) wrote
that despite social change in modern society people do not think and
act independently and that interests are not wholly selfish, and the
results of this research support that view; members of the Indigo
Valley community are generally willing to volunteer and to support
community organisations and events i.e. interests are not wholly
selfish. The existence of social norms is evidence that what others
think matters, and that behaviour is therefore influenced by social
approval and disapproval (real and perceived) i.e. is not wholly
independent.
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Although every individual has their own set of internalised norms
these do not necessarily guide behaviour in group situations where
there are likely be others who have different values. In group
situations norms emerge as an outcome of interactions between
individuals and these will be a compromise between what an
individual wants and what the group wants, provided the individual
identifies with the group. Group situations have what Sherif (1965:
69) terms a levelling effect, whereby individuals modify their own
opinions and conduct in deference to the opinion and conduct of
others. Small communities are analogous to large groups in many
ways and so the conditions for norm emergence and enforcement
will be the same.
For social norms to influence behaviour a group must be close-knit
so that information can circulate freely among members of the group.
Ellickson (1991: 181) defines a close-knit group as “a social network
whose members have credible and reciprocal prospects for the
application of power against one another and a good supply of
information on past and present internal events.” Indigo Valley can
be considered close-knit and information about members does
circulate freely as indicated by the amount of gossip in the interview
data. Many landholders have lived in the valley for decades, or a
lifetime, and newer residents for the most part have every intention of
staying. This intention comes with the knowledge that relationships
with neighbours and other members of the community will be
ongoing and so are worth investing in.
In real life, as opposed to the game situations in which norms are
often studied, individuals must also worry about their reputations
because historical information can be shared (Ellickson, 1991). A
person’s standing in a community in which they intend to remain will
be important and so they need to earn trust through reputation, be
seen to support the community, and engage in neighbourly
behaviour. Inevitably some people will sit outside of the mainstream
community and seem not to mind what others think but these will be
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a small minority; for most of us what others’ think matters and we
accept that personal preferences are sometimes worth compromising
in order to conform to others’ expectations of us.
The landholders I interviewed that sat outside of the mainstream
Indigo Valley community had strong personal norms that influenced
the way they managed their land, and they were not too concerned
about what the farming community thought of them. None of them
had children attending the local school and so there was not that
‘introduction to the local community’ via interaction with other parents
that one interviewee spoke of. These non-conformists had their own
social networks of like minded people and didn’t feel the need to
belong to the mainstream farming community and its social networks.
By the same token they did not then need to conform to community
norms and were less influenced by them.
In Indigo Valley many of the lifestyle owners deferred to farmers and
what they thought. For those newcomers to the community without
strong views about the way that land should be managed, existing
values and norms are likely to be absorbed. Other research has
found that non-farmer property owners in rural areas have a stronger
conservation orientation and are more likely to be supportive of
interventions that compel landholders to manage their land in ways
that do not cause foreseeable harm to the environment (JacksonSmith et al. 2005; Curtis & Mendham, 2010). If, however newer
owners defer to older residents because they feel that farmers have
a legitimate need to prioritise production values, then they may not
want to risk social disapproval by acting according to their own
values.
Personal norms, or ‘outsider’ group norms, that go against local
social norms can lead to conflict in rural communities. If people
behave in accordance with their own values because group
membership is not salient they may be viewed with suspicion or
distrust because they pose a challenge to established norms and
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values. Challenging the status quo can be a good thing, but will only
result in change if newcomers interact with longer term residents and
can persuade others that their way is better, perhaps in a context
where being open to new information and learning is the norm.
8.3.2 Demographic change in Indigo Valley
An obvious question to ask is whether or not demographic change in
rural areas is having a detrimental impact on rural communities.
Klepeis et al. (2009: 380) claim that amenity landscapes in rural
Australia have “weakened social capital and a reduced capacity to
co-ordinate a response to regional scale environmental problems,”
although this conclusion seemed to be based on a single issue in a
small case study community. Yung and Belsky (2007) similarly report
that newcomers were perceived by ranchers to be creating ‘holes’ in
the social and biophysical landscape along the Rocky Mountain Front
(Montana, USA) and that newcomers were viewed by some as an
“entirely different species… who want to impose different views on
local residents” (p 696). These authors do not however make claims
about weakened social capital; they too write that local norms
provide important foundations for cooperation between an
increasingly diverse set of private landholders.
Given that there are conflicting reports about the effect of changing
land ownership on rural communities it is important to consider
whether or not Indigo Valley differs in some respects to communities
experiencing conflict as a result of demographic change. In both the
amenity areas mentioned above absentee ownership was seen to be
a contributing factor. Curtis & Mendham (2011) also report that
absentee ownership is an emerging phenomenon in the Wimmera
and Corangamite areas of Victoria, Australia. Absenteeism is seen to
be an issue because it weakens social capital, in that new
landholders tend not to participate in local activities and
organisations. There is almost no absentee ownership in Indigo
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valley; my field research revealed only one property that was not
owner occupied, although there may have been others.
The influx of new people into the valley is relatively slow because the
farmers retain land if they can afford to, and so there is little land
available for purchase. Many of the lifestyle owners have lived in the
valley more than 10 years and do not intend to move making the
valley population less transient compared to other rural areas
experiencing amenity led in-migration (Mendham & Curtis, 2010).
The valley population is therefore changing slowly enough for
common understandings to be transmitted via the interactions
between older and incoming community members.
For the majority of lifestyle owners Indigo Valley is a dormitory
suburb of the nearest regional centre, in that people travel out of the
valley each day for work or education; the proximity to work outside
the valley probably explains why there are few absentee owners.
However the valley is also more than just a place of residence. Many
of these lifestyle owners are actively involved in the local community
and spend a good proportion of their leisure time working on their
properties. The opinions of their neighbours seem to matter; and this
would not be the case if new residents were disconnected from the
community in which they choose to live. Nor did I see any evidence
that newcomers wished to impose their views on locals; where some
of the more conservation oriented landholders had views that put
them at odds with the local farmers they tended to keep their own
counsel rather than attempt to impose their values on others.
Indigo Valley is a relatively affluent area. There is no welfare led
migration of low income households (Larson, 1994; Hugo & Bell,
1998) because the minimum subdivision size of 40 hectares and high
land values effectively screen out low income families. The people
moving in are mostly professionals that have much in common with
the well-educated offspring of some of the local farming families.
These are the families welcoming newcomers into the valley. There
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is not the socio-economic gulf between newer and longer term
residents that Yung & Belsky (2007) describe and this may partly
explain why new landholders have integrated well; they come from
similar socioeconomic backgrounds and share similar values,
therefore they trust and are considered trustworthy (Kohn, 2008).This
is not always the case in rural communities where outsiders are often
excluded; usually groups that might challenge established values and
norms such as indigenous people, minority ethnic groups, transient
workers and newcomers (Alston, 2002; Woodhouse, 2006)
High levels of education within the community could be a contributing
factor to a high level of community activeness. In their paper on civic
responsibility Parisi et al. (2004) discuss how variations in local
social, economic and spatial conditions might account for variation in
community environmental activeness. Community activeness was
found to be low in communities with low levels of education. Amenity
areas that are increasingly occupied by well-educated lifestyle
owners might similarly have high levels of community environmental
activeness as indicated by their level of involvement in Landcare and
other government programs that aim to improve landscape health.
Indigo Valley has local social norms that encourage the welcoming of
new landholders into the community whereas other rural
communities may view newcomers with suspicion and distrust.
Welcoming newcomers activates the norm of reciprocity that may be
the initial catalyst for longer-term reciprocal relationships.
History is important. If there is a history of conflict within a community
then there will be factions. The greater the amount of conflict or
friction the less likely it is that people will make the effort to interact
socially or connect on a regular basis (McDermott, 2000). With no
history of conflict, perhaps because Indigo Valley has welcomed
newcomers from the time of the first land subdivisions, there is no
expectation that change will be a bad thing.

235

Rural communities that have high levels of social cohesion can have
strong norms and sanctions that exert considerable pressure on
members not to act in particular ways (Edwards & Cheers, 2007).
This can have both positive and negative outcomes for the
community and/or individuals. Indigo Valley Landcare group’s
successful attempt to ensure that all landholders complied with weed
control norms reduced negative externalities for the farmers but also
stigmatised at least one family that had not acted to manage weeds
on their property. Alternative methods of weed control were frowned
upon by the traditional farmers. Existing norms and practices are not
necessarily ideal but they have to be accounted for because of the
influence they have.
In summary it seems that in a community where change is gradual,
social capital can prosper, provided newcomers are welcomed and
there are enough opportunities for positive social interaction; this also
ensures that local norms are communicated and observed. If this is
the case then newer residents, at least initially, are likely to be
influenced by local norms because they want to belong to the farming
community in which they have chosen to live. Integrating newcomers
into the community may be a means of buffering change; so long as
the change is gradual. However it is likely that new norms and
practices will eventually emerge in rural areas where the
occupational role of full-time farmer becomes less common relative
to a more diverse set of landholders with a range of different
occupations.

8.4

SOCIAL CAPITAL & NORMS

This section addresses the third key contribution listed at the start of
this chapter. As discussed in Chapter 2 social capital is typically
used as an ‘umbrella concept’ that does not distinguish between
disparate processes and their development and consequences
(Adler & Kwon, 2002). The formation of norms and the
consequences for communities and landholder behaviour is an
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important outcome of social interaction that has received little
attention in the wider NRM literature; I have addressed this
knowledge gap by focussing on the role of norms and the relevance
of this dimension of social capital to natural resource management.
Social capital is commonly referred to in the NRM literature and is
often the focus of research in studies of rural and regional
communities (Falk & Kilpatrick 2000; Alston, 2002; Tonts, 2005;
Woodhouse, 2006; Edwards & Cheers, 2007; Mitchell 2007); and on
the role of environmental groups and the creation of social capital
(Webb & Cary, 2005; Klyza et al. 2006; Flores et al. 2011). There are
some important exceptions (Sobels, et al. 2001; Sobels, 2006; Miller
& Buys, 2008), and I will mention these further on, but generally the
emphasis is on structural social capital i.e. the networks and
interactions that facilitate cooperative behaviour but do not ultimately
influence individual actions. Typically, norms are only briefly
mentioned and one could be forgiven for thinking that this element of
social capital involves only trust and reciprocity; these terms appear
to be synonymous with the concept of norms. Even where social
norms are more clearly defined in relation to structural social capital
(Pretty & Ward, 2001; Miller & Buys, 2008) there is often nothing
beyond a brief description of what norms are; the reader is left no
wiser about how norms emerge, how they work in real life situations
or how powerful an influence they are on behaviour. The following
exemplifies the vague statements about the role of norms found in
much of the literature on social capital and NRM:
“These interactions provide opportunities for newcomers to learn about
ranching and also to build social capital, the norms and networks of
reciprocity and relationships of trust that individuals rely on to ‘get by’ and
‘get ahead’ and which can help community members interact cooperatively
and advance collective goals”
Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez, 2008: 149
The research findings presented in this thesis highlight the
importance of cognitive social capital as an influence on behaviour; it
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is the social norms that are established, communicated, monitored
and enforced via social interactions that create expectations about
how people should act and will act. Networks and relationships are
important (and perhaps easier to identify and measure) but it is the
norms that are the invisible drivers of behaviour. Social norms also
encourage individuals to create and participate in social networks,
contributing to the existence of structural social capital as well as
being an outcome. Indigo Valley norms that oblige people to belong
to local groups are a good example. Failing to clarify the role of social
norms reflects a lack of understanding of the crucial role of social
norms in all spheres of human activity.
It is understandable that the cognitive dimension of social capital has
been neglected in natural resource management contexts. Norms
are difficult to study; as Bicchieri (2006) explains social norms are not
written or codified and you are unlikely to be explicitly told about
them when you immerse yourself in a foreign culture (or new
research project). Norms are difficult to identify and measure, partly
because what people say is not always consistent with what they
believe or what they do, and because people are not always aware
of, or able to articulate, the effect of social norms. Observing
behaviour will not always reveal much about norms because
behaviour is not always in response to norms and people do not
always follow the norm.
My understanding of the importance of social networks in relation to
norms is that they bring different people together in different
contexts. Each and every time individuals meet knowledge of some
sort is transferred; people observe one another, exchange
information, form or reinforce opinions, generate expectations and
negotiate meanings. Although what happens within the mind cannot
be observed, anyone who takes the time to reflect upon their own
interactions with others will understand that this is undeniably so.
Kohn (2008: 83) writes of the pleasures of easy sociability and I
quote him on this subject as he effectively explains how even
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ordinary conversation can not only lay the foundation for trust but
also convey non-trivial information about reputation and norms:
A polite exchange of greetings on a back-country trail reassures each party
that the person they suddenly find themselves alone with is a potential
source of assistance and not a threat. Similar exchanges in a street between
neighbours, regularly repeated, affirm that each acknowledges the other –
there is degree of respect – and that they are benignly disposed towards
each other.
Remarks made to convey that one is well disposed to the listener rather
than to communicate information, such as pleasantries about the weather,
are known as phatic comments. They are rewarding in themselves. Regular
phatic tokens exchanged between neighbours help to sustain a sense of
community, a network of relationships that are mutually supportive and
reliable. You know that your neighbour will say hello to you each morning;
you form a background assumption that she would equally reliably help you
if a situation requiring neighbourly support were to arise
As mentioned above some researchers seem better able to
comprehend the role of norms as a component of social capital than
others, or are at least able to clearly make the link between social
capital and behaviour via the operation of social norms. In their
paper on water-use behaviours Miller & Buys (2008: 246) explain that
when residents are connected with each other and involved in
community issues i.e. when social capital is high, they will be “more
conscious of and concerned about the impact of their behaviours on
the local community, in terms of both how they will be interpreted by
others and how their behaviours might affect others.” They are also
“more exposed to community expectations and more motivated to
conform to shared standards.” In these circumstances community
norms are more likely to influence behaviour, although not
necessarily for the benefit of the environment if the prevailing norms,
values and behaviours are environmentally undesirable.
Although Indigo Valley can be considered a close-knit community it
does not exclude outsiders and so the connectivity between new
residents and longer term residents has been productive in the sense
that newcomers feel part of the community. Relationships are not
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necessarily close but continuity ensures that what other people do in
the community matters because most new residents expect to be
there in the long term. There is solidarity in the community but not to
the extent that there is reduced capacity to form bridging or linking
social capital. This has a lot to do with the attitudes of the longer term
residents to change; rather than resist it they have embraced (or at
least accepted) it, but in a way that ensures new members of the
community conform to local mores.
That newer residents have absorbed local norms was evident in their
words; they either said (explicitly or implicitly) what the general
expectation is about the way things should be done or they
expressed disapproval if some unspoken code of behaviour was
breached. This overcame the difficulty of not being able to observe
the connection between behaviour and norm; the words of the
interviewees externalised what would otherwise have been an
invisible influence on behaviour. As described in the findings
chapters of this thesis the use of certain words and aspirational
statements are clear evidence of ideas in the minds of the
interviewees about existing norms.

8.5

ENVIRONMENT & BEHAVIOUR

This section elaborates on the last of the key contributions. The
adoption literature is extensive but to the best of my knowledge noone has set out to study the influence of social norms on the uptake
of recommended land management practices. As with social capital
the role of norms may be acknowledged briefly, or implicitly, but
without clarification as to their role and relative influence. This
research suggests that an understanding of the operation and
influence of social norms would provide insight into why some
practices are adopted in certain contexts while others are not.
Cultural norms are also discussed here because they too have a
bearing on the social acceptability of altering existing practices and
adopting new ones; the adoption literature needs to consider whether
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or not certain cultural norms are helping or hindering efforts to alter
land management behaviour.
8.5.1 Adoption
It is surprising that the large volume of literature on the adoption of
conservation practices has not concerned itself more with the role of
social norms. A comprehensive interdisciplinary review of the
adoption of conservation practices for instance made no mention of
the role of social norms, apart from a reference to “the existence and
strength of landholders’ social networks and local organisations”
(Pannell et al. 2006: 7). My reading of many of these papers is that a
better understanding of the invisible influence of social norms would
have gone a long way towards explaining the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of
successful adoption or non-adoption in many instances.
Pannell et al. (2006:6) state for example that “personal networks are
an important influence on adoption behaviour and are increasingly
important as a medium for the implementation of government and
industry programs.” From a norms perspective personal networks are
important because referent groups and individuals strongly influence
behaviour; norms are communicated and observed via personal
networks, and social approval and disapproval are also conveyed by
this means. This unspoken influence on individual behaviour needs
to be acknowledged and explored if a true understanding of the
adoption of conservation practices is to be obtained.
To illustrate with an example from Chapter 7 [Section 7.3.4] a person
of influence in Indigo Valley was able to persuade his non-farming
neighbour to plant 10% of his land to trees. The Landcare group’s
success in persuading a recalcitrant landholder to comply with weed
control is another example of networks and norms in operation. The
local obligation (‘you have to’) to join the CFA means that residents
are compelled to have at least some contact with other locals and
would therefore be exposed to local views about land management
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practices. Indirectly then, this norm of obligation to support
community groups will influence the adoption of particular practices.
Farmers strongly identify with other farmers because what a person
does in their everyday working life is very salient in terms of identity.
As a group farmers may be less receptive to new ideas and new
norms that might be in conflict with the norms and practices
associated with their occupational role. Past agricultural practices
can strongly influence current land management in that they act as a
benchmark and a blueprint for action as well as being a way of
keeping the past alive (Setten, 2004, 2005). Ellickson (1991)
observes that socialisation can be stronger than reflection and so it
may be difficult to change behaviour even where new information or
changing circumstances make existing behaviour and norms less
cost effective. A number of authors (Guerin & Guerin, 1994;
Conacher & Conacher, 1995; Richards et al. 2005) cite fear of social
sanctions and loss of acceptance among farming peers as real
barriers to the adoption of new practices.
One of the insights gained from research in the developing field of
neuro-marketing is that individuals are generally unaware of the
reasons why they make decisions (Lee et al. 2007). If for instance,
people are unaware of the subliminal effect of music on the decision
to purchase a particular product (using an example from a recent
radio program on this topic) then they are also unlikely to be aware of
the influence of social norms on their decision making (ABC Radio
National 26.3.2011). I infer from this that many landholders, if
questioned about land management practices, or asked to complete
a survey, are unlikely to report that a particular decision was heavily
influenced by the perception that others might not approve of it.
Similarly researchers may be unaware of the influence of social
norms and will miss the signs that norms are influencing behaviour if
this is not within their area of expertise.
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From a systems perspective trying to change individual behaviour is
like trying to change a part of the system without understanding the
importance of the interactions between the parts. The system within
which individuals operate is governed by social processes and
individual behaviour is influenced as much by social rules as
personal preferences. Every action is viewed and judged by others
and people constantly compare their behaviour to referent individuals
and groups. Changing behaviour therefore requires thinking in terms
of underlying processes. Sengue (1990) writes that the key to
understanding the behaviour of a system is to understand the
constant flow and feedback of influence and information via channels
between elements of a system; he could have been describing the
operation of social norms.
Government programs that encourage private landholders to
conserve biodiversity have gone some way towards involving
landholders in natural resource management and eliminating the
perception that biodiversity protection and conservation is not
something the ordinary person needs to be concerned about (Young
et al. 1996; Mulligan, 2001). The current suite of (mostly behaviourbased) policy interventions is diverse enough to cater for different
types of landholders with different values and constraints. Landcare
has been effective because it operates at the local scale where
groups can build and activate social capital. At this scale groups are
able to access local knowledge and draw upon local networks; the
involvement of respected individuals can mean the group is a trusted
source of new knowledge and has the social influence to establish
and enforce social norms. However the effectiveness of these
interventions in terms of achieving long term commitment and social
change is imperfectly understood because the role of social norms
has largely been ignored.
According to Dwyer et al. (1993) the only factor thought to influence
long-term effectiveness is whether intrinsic behaviour controls are
involved. “Interventions that employ only extrinsic rewards or
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penalties are considered to minimise long-term effectiveness
because they impede the development of intrinsic controls (p. 316).
The authors suggest that more needs to be known about factors that
promote intrinsic control over environmental behaviour and also
strategies for maintaining these behaviours. To a list of suggestions
for future research they add the following (p. 317):
(6) investigate the processes by which ‘environmental ethics’ or
environmental life-styles become internalised in individuals so as to
produce lifelong behaviours that maintain environmental quality

I contend that the study of social norms and NRM in case study
contexts, and program evaluations that include some consideration
of the program’s effectiveness in establishing or reinforcing positive
social norms are two strategies for doing this. The final chapter of
this thesis will outline some of the strategies that might promote
intrinsic control over environmental behaviour i.e. the internalisation
of social norms that support land stewardship behaviour.
8.5.2 Cultural norms
Landscape preferences give rise to cultural norms that prescribe the
way the land should look, and result in management actions that
reinforce the norm. The Indigo Valley data contained evidence of
common cultural norms that encourage all landholders to keep their
land ‘neat and tidy’ in order to be seen as good land managers. This
entailed keeping fences in good repair, managing weeds, and the
removal of vegetation that might harbour pests or constitute a fire
hazard. A social outcome of this equating neat and tidy with ‘cared
for’ and hence continual ‘cleaning up’ of dead wood and regrowth, is
resistance to new norms and practices that may be more ecologically
robust. The norm that prescribes tidiness leads to behaviour that
reinforces the belief that tidiness is good practice; and so the
preference for tidy landscapes remains.
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Burton (2004) found that farmers in the UK use the appearance of
general tidiness of a farm as a proxy for the farmer’s ability to farm
and Indigo Valley farmers evidently did much the same thing; visual
evidence of having a well maintained property was indicative of good
farming practice in general. The lifestyle owners in the valley had
similar conceptions of what was required of a good land manager
and also knew that the local farmers would disapprove of properties
that showed signs of what was considered neglect.
While landholders perceive that the landscape needs to be kept neat
and tidy if they are to be seen as good land managers there is less
room for an appreciation of more ecologically diverse landscapes.
Nassauer (1997) argues that until humans learn to recognise and
appreciate what is ecologically healthy the landscape will not be used
and managed sustainably. Cary & Williams (2000: 46) came to
similar conclusions and recommended that educational programs
should aim to create an association between biological diversity and
well managed properties. Ideally this would lead to the establishment
of new norms that would either replace or override the older
preferences for neat and orderly farm landscapes. There is not much
evidence of this having happened in Indigo Valley and recent fires
have reinforced the need to ‘tidy’ (especially along roadsides) in
order to reduce the fuel load. Encouraging landholders to value
understorey and fallen debris in increasingly fire prone landscapes
will continue to be a challenge.
One of the problems with appreciating what constitutes an
ecologically healthy landscape is that it is difficult to ‘see’ ecological
quality directly (Nassauer, 1995). The benefits of tidying the
landscape are immediately obvious whereas ecological health and
biodiversity are intangibles. Hay (2008) suggests that the concept of
biodiversity is an abstraction and not something that people will be
moved by, and Lefroy (2008) believes the term is used so widely and
indiscriminately that it is hard to be precise about what exactly
biodiversity conservation is. Biodiversity outcomes are not always
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emphasized by extension staff, aware as they are that it is easier to
persuade landholders to participate in a program that primarily aims
to address a more obvious need or problem such as salinity. This will
result in improved habitat or healthier waterways as a secondary
outcome of a particular program or incentive but it undersells the
importance of biodiversity. If cultural norms that favour more
biodiverse landscapes are to be established then surely landholders
need to be clear about what biodiversity is and why biodiversity
protection is important; without this understanding NRM programs
will remain reliant upon financial incentives or the promise of
increased land productivity in order to change landholder behaviour.
Social norms associated with private property ownership have a long
history and are generally taken for granted. They occupy a position
high up in the social hierarchy of norms. Indigo Valley landholders,
no matter what their personal opinions, respected the right of others
to use their land according to their own needs and values. The social
acceptability of interventions which impose controls on the use of
land is generally low; this is well documented in the literature and
means high costs associated with enforcement, and disgruntled
landholders who perceive that their ownership rights are being
violated (Earl et al. 2010). While there exist strong norms in rural
communities that support individual land use decisions, whether they
are good for the environment or not, then it will be difficult to
establish new norms that go against the old.
If norms associated with private property rights are strong enough to
override personal objections to the way that a neighbour might be
managing their property, and if landholders are more concerned
about what neighbouring property owners think than they are about
the interests of the wider community (as Jackson-Smith et al. 2005
found) then private property norms may impede the development of
new cultural norms of stewardship.
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Our societal familiarity with private property rights encourages
landholders to perceive that what is inside their property boundary is
their primary concern and that this is a bounded area over which they
can have some control. Fences are not only physical barriers but
mental ones, a barrier to the emergence of resource management
norms that naturally arise within communities and groups that have
to negotiate the management of common property resources
(Ellickson, 1991; Ostrom, 2000; Fine, 2001

8.6

CONCLUSION

This chapter aimed to emphasise the theoretical contributions of this
research and where it fits within the context of the broader literature
on NRM. I have demonstrated a sound understanding of the
workings of social norms in a particular context and how this might
be relevant to other rural communities. I have addressed an
important applied research gap linking policy with outcomes. I have
shown that this is original research that addresses knowledge gaps
in research on social capital and community based NRM. I suggest
that a better understanding of the cognitive dimension of social
capital within different community contexts will better inform future
natural resource management policy if the pre-conditions for useful
norm formation and community strategies to enforce them can be
operationalised for use as a policy tool.
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Chapter

9

CONCLUSION
Social life depends on the fit between what is socially required and what is
individually desired
Quinn & Holland, 1987: 13
In this final chapter I revisit the three research questions
summarising the key findings for each. I also reflect on the research
approach and discuss the implications for future NRM policy and
programs, suggesting strategies for applying knowledge of social
norms to NRM.

9.1

THE RESEARCH FINDINGS

Research Question 1: How have social norms directly and indirectly
influenced the management of native vegetation on private land?


Indigo Valley social norms directly influence land

management by prescribing certain practices that ‘should’ be
followed for historical reasons or because those practices
benefit the established community. Expressions of social
approval and disapproval support these norms and nonconformity is painful and something most people try to avoid.


Social norms indirectly influence land management by

encouraging people to be neighbourly and to support
community organisations and events. This builds social
capital, both structural (networks) and cognitive (norms) that
enable those norms that have a direct influence on land
management to be communicated and enforced.
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Research Question 2: What role has government investment in
Landcare had in maintaining or establishing social norms?


Government investment in Landcare provided Indigo

Valley with a group that was able to build on existing social
networks to engage new and long-term landholders in NRM
programs. The group was instrumental in achieving catchment
wide participation in local resource management issues and
was therefore in an optimal position to change the values and
beliefs that underpin land management behaviour. The group
also had the power to maintain and enforce social norms that
reflect the values of the established farming community. Some
land management practices have changed as a result of
Landcare activities and new norms of behaviour have
emerged.
Research Question 3: How might social interactions between the
farming community and lifestyle residents be influencing, and
influenced by, local social norms?


Social networks essential for the maintenance of existing

norms are being extended to include new residents to the
community. Well established existing norms are influencing
newcomers to the area and community sanctions are being
used to enforce them.

9.2

REFLECTING ON THE RESEARCH

In the methods chapter of this thesis I outlined four constructs for
judging the validity and reliability of qualitative research. As
anticipated then I shall now use these criteria to evaluate my
research findings. In doing so I reflect upon the research process, the
methodology and how I might have done things differently.
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The first of the four constructs is credibility. To be credible the
research findings should be believable and plausible, and this
depends not only on the amount of detail and description in the
thesis but also on my ability to reflect on the findings, assess their
importance and situate them within the wider literature.
I leave it to the reader to judge the detail and description of data
collection and analysis. I reflect only on my own ability and whether I
have been able to convincingly argue that social norms are an
important but little researched influence on land management
behaviour. I would like to think that I have done this in such a way
that a very abstract concept such as social norms has been made
understandable and of practical use for NRM policy makers and
practitioners: Armstrong (2011: 48) would describe this process as
“the non- reductive simplification of sophisticated material.”
Trying to understand in retrospect how social norms might have
emerged in Indigo Valley was challenging and I had to infer that
certain things must have happened as an outcome of social
interaction within the community and within the Landcare group. It
was easy to make general statements about what might have
occurred in light of what I’d read about norms, but supporting these
with evidence from my own data was often difficult. I am satisfied
however that any claims I have made about the influence of social
norms would ring true with Indigo Valley landholders and are
plausible given the existing knowledge on this topic.
Situating my research findings within the literature in order to assess
my contribution was also difficult. I feel that I was not able to critically
compare and contrast my approach and key findings to that of other
researchers as well as I would have liked, simply because it was
hard to distil what I could fully comprehend from the social norms
literature into a logical and concise discussion.
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The second construct concerns whether or not the findings from a
particular study are applicable to other situations or settings. In the
previous chapter I discussed the characteristics of Indigo Valley in
order for the reader to gauge its representativeness in terms of other
high amenity rural areas. However, this is irrelevant in terms of the
transferability of the insights from this research. Understanding social
norms is about understanding process and at a more abstract level
the process of norm formation and enforcement will be the same no
matter what the context. It may be that this case study, with its mix of
farming and non-farming landholders in a unique context was
particularly conducive to the study of social norms. If so, then I was
fortunate to find a research setting that provided me with an
opportunity to promote a broader understanding of this phenomenon.
Dependability and confirmability are the final criterion for evaluation.
They entail making the research process transparent enough that
others could replicate the work if they chose to do so and a self
critical awareness of how the research was conducted. On this score
I am confident that if someone else were to conduct a case study
with the intention of gathering data on the influence of social norms
on land management they would draw similar conclusions to mine.
The particulars would be different but the underlying influence of
social norms would still be manifest in the words of the research
participants no matter what the topic of conversation.
It goes without saying that interview data is not always reliable but I
think that a particular strength of this research is that I didn’t question
the research participants about social norms and so there was no
‘framing’ of certain questions and little opportunity for bias in the
responses. Norms usually operate at a subconscious level so finding
out about norms entailed ‘reading between the lines.’ This was also a
weakness in that I may have been able to ascertain more about the
operation of specific norms if I had directly questioned participants
about them.
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Although I did not set out to research social norms I doubt that I
would have discovered their existence and influence if I had not
chosen in-depth interviews as the principle method of data collection.
I was unaware of the influence of social norms until I began to
analyse the interview data but an interpretive approach allowed for
this theme to emerge. As mentioned in the previous chapter I am not
sure that a survey questionnaire or a more structured approach to
interviewing would have allowed the ‘hidden to become obvious’ to
borrow an expression from Patton (2002: 480).

9.3

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY & MANAGEMENT

This section moves from theory and speculation arising from this
research to practical suggestions for NRM intervention and
evaluation. The persuasive power of cultural expectations should not
be underestimated as deviance from social norms can be an
extremely significant individual cost; even slight but repeated
deviations from some social norms may wholly undermine an
individual’s credibility (Lessig, 1995)
New and existing programs could benefit from a more sophisticated
understanding of mechanisms for social change, with the potential to
improve the effectiveness of behaviour based interventions. Some of
the suggested strategies for changing the social meaning of land
management actions are already being implemented; but these are
not necessarily underpinned by an understanding of social norms.
Rather than trying to alter behaviour by targeting individuals policy
makers should aim to develop interventions that alter the social
meaning of land management practices; Landcare groups are
already achieving this goal.
In the same way that the literature on social capital and NRM has in
general failed to adequately describe the role of social norms, so too
has the program logic underpinning government investment in NRM
failed to articulate the role of norms. For instance the objectives of
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interventions designed to increase the adoption of current
recommended practices state the desired outcome (increasing the
extent and condition of habitat for instance) and the instrument that
will be used to achieve it e.g. education. However the process for
achieving change is either not fully understood or not made explicit.
Earl et al. (2010: 684) write that a major gap in the range of
government interventions aiming to improve biodiversity “is a
mechanism for encouraging ongoing responsible management
activities that avoid or minimise harm to biodiversity.” A more
informed and overt use of social norms theory underpinning program
logic could be that mechanism for change.
Social norms theory could also be applied to the program evaluation
phase of government NRM investment; I will use the evaluation of
Landcare as an example. A model of the program logic for
community based NRM in Australia, as outlined in Curtis et al.
(2008a) includes ‘Increased social capital’ as a measurable outcome
of investment, but as previously discussed, increased social capital
will not automatically lead to positive outcomes for the environment; it
could be reinforcing undesirable behaviour. A better measure would
be evidence that active sanctions are reinforcing positive NRM
behaviour and punishing identifiably negative land management
practices.
Changing a norm is a collective action problem (Lessig, 1995). It
follows from this that in any case where some individual or part of the
collective wants to transform a social meaning, that individual or part
faces a collective action problem since it must succeed in inducing a
collective response from a sufficiently large portion of the total
society to assure the social meaning change. This is where
Landcare and other community environmental groups have the
potential to achieve change. This is a strong argument for ongoing
government support for community based natural resource
management groups
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Ellickson (1991) puts forward a hypothesis to explain how norms
might be established and maintained in a close-knit society. He
envisages this society in its formative stages and at maturity. During
the early stages a range of norms would be developed and enforced
by whatever combination of reward and punishment was necessary
to establish the norms. In time the majority of individuals conform to
the norm and so it becomes more cost-effective to punish the lesser
incidence of non-conforming behaviour. I imagine this scenario can
equally be applied to the process of establishing new norms of
conservation and land management behaviour. A range of strategies
will be necessary in the first instance to establish new ways of
thinking and new norms. Eventually the new norms will become
normative in the sense that most people comply with them and noncompliance will become more costly as a result.
Within amenity and transitional areas (Barr et al. 2005) the amount of
interaction within the farming community, and between the farming
community and new residents, needs to be encouraged or it is
possible that social capital, and by extension, the norms, may erode.
This is where absentee ownership is an issue in rural areas. Norms
create expectations about how people should act but they need to be
maintained by continuing relationships and the knowledge that others
are behaving as expected. Fostering collaborative and engaged
communities and supporting community based NRM organisations to
facilitate the emergence and maintenance of norms that will
predispose individuals to cooperate, and to value and conserve
native vegetation might be one aim of future NRM policy.
Key players in a community have the connections and influence to
initiate (or resist) change. In particular persons who are in positions
of leadership and authority or who have high social status in the
community can either reinforce positive land management behaviour
or undermine other people’s efforts to embrace change (Uphoff,
2000). Involving key players in any new venture is important because
they legitimate the activity or behaviour and draw in other people
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(McDermott, 2000). The social costs (negative sanctions, loss of
respect) of changing to a new practice can outweigh other benefits
(Richards et al. 2005) so the uptake or acceptance of a new practice
by a person of local standing can make all the difference.
Support in the form of increasing government aid or financial
incentives can destroy social capital by making individuals less
dependent on one another. The less people need each other, the
less social capital is generated (Coleman, 1990; Horne, 2000). In the
same vein Ellickson (1991: 243) discusses the use of legal and
financial contracts, “(symbolically unfriendly) arm’s length
transactions” that weaken the power of social groups to enforce local
rules using norms. Financial incentives are also known to ‘crowd out
motivation’ by reducing the intrinsic motivation to engage in certain
behaviours (Dwyer et al., 1993; Stern, 1999).
Interventions should identify the range of norms that influence land
management behaviour, assess them as having a positive or
negative influence and identify strategies to reinforce good norms
and eliminate bad ones. For instance positive norms can be activated
according to the focus theory of normative conduct (Cialdini et al.
1991). These authors discuss various techniques for making
particular norms salient including disassociation, cognitive priming
and perceptual narrowing.
Perceived normative support for an activity can increase the level of
support i.e. visibility is important (Foss, 1983; Strahilevitz, 2003;
Manning, 2009). Visibility increases the salience of a particular
behaviour, increasing the likelihood that others will follow suit
(Cialdini et al. 1991; Foss, 1983; White et al. 2009). So a simple
measure to promote the establishment of new norms of land
management behaviour is simply to make them more visible. This
might seem like an obvious thing to do but might be carried out more
effectively with norm change in mind. Making more visible the
behaviours that will produce desired outcomes creates social proof
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that this is what most people do; an effective strategy to promote new
norms and increase the likelihood that those that do not do what the
majority do will be sanctioned.
Making an activity such as tree planting more visible can lead to the
creation of new descriptive norm. This may be an important first step
towards the development of intrinsic control over environmental
behaviour [Section 8.5.1]. Bicchieri (2006: 214) describes a process
whereby a descriptive norm can evolve into injunctive norm:
What starts as a descriptive norm can acquire some ulterior significance,
when people start attributing value to it and believe they are expected by
others to follow the group norm, it becomes a social norm.
The next step towards intrinsic control is the transformation of an
injunctive (or oughtness) norm into an internalised norm. This is a
process that takes time. It is thought that most internalisation of
norms occurs at a young age when the values of the culture to which
they belong are absorbed by children (McAdams, 1997). Education
has an important role to play in socialising children by establishing or
altering social meanings (Lessig, 1995). Establishing a land
stewardship ethic in children then should be a priority for NRM policy.
Landcare groups working in partnership with schools may already be
starting this process of change.
Because norms are often based on beliefs about relevant facts,
norms can change, and often quite quickly, in response to new
information (Sunstein, 1995). There is also evidence that once the
value of established habits is questioned, there is room for other
factors to have an influence on behaviour (Dahlstrand & Biel, 1997).
New information about land degradation and land management
practices was partly the catalyst for change in Indigo Valley but it was
effective because it was disseminated by a group of local people who
had the power to influence others. This supports the view that
information can be an effective catalyst for change but only in
combination with other factors (Stern, 1999).
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If conditions change so that compliance with a norm becomes
excessively costly, individuals will look for alternative options that
may result in further changes to norms (Horne, 2001). Therefore if
compliance with particular norms is considered desirable then steps
should be taken to ensure that compliance does not become too
onerous. This would require, in the case of tree planting for instance,
that trees are readily available and cheap to purchase.
It is probably useful to distinguish between new or emerging norms
and older more established ones. Different strategies may be
required to initiate or support new norms as opposed to supporting or
eliminating old ones. Some societal norms are important to keep
(norms like telling the truth and being a good parent or a good
neighbour) because they promote ‘good’ behaviours or embody hard
earned knowledge of how to deal with problems previously
encountered (Wallace, 2009). Older norms are more likely to be
internalised whereas new norms (such as those around NRM issues
which have only appeared in recent decades) may carry less sense
of obligation and less likelihood of sanctioning. Incentives might be
designed to leverage individuals by linking new behaviours to more
abstract internalised norms.
The language we use from day to day reflects the values and beliefs
which influence our actions and behaviour. Language is both
constitutive and representative of our socially constructed world
(Penman, 2001) and can be manipulated to convey different
meanings in different contexts. For example euphemism and
pejoratives can be used to colour the way we perceive our actions in
relation to the environment (Schultz, 2001); labelling a plant a ‘weed’
can be a way of justifying its eradication or exploitation; the
expression ‘improving the land’ with regular fertiliser application is not
inclusive of the alternative view that fertiliser can harm the land by
rendering the soil infertile and suppressing the growth of native
plants. Environmental policy should be promoted in such a way that
the public perceives it to be valuable and useful rather than
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interfering or harmful (Brewer & Frisch, 2008). These authors use the
example of an ‘inheritance’ tax that was reframed as a ‘death’ tax by
those wishing to undermine support for the policy.
The common goal of many of the current environmental programs is
to improve biodiversity. The social construction of this concept needs
to engage individuals imaginatively and emotionally; I am influenced
here by Foster (2005) who finds these dimensions lacking when it
comes to social decision-making. Abstract concepts such as
biodiversity are not complete without metaphors that make them
readily understandable (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). New metaphors
may be one way of changing how people think about problems or
practices because they have the power to link disparate discourses
and disrupt stable meanings (Proctor & Larson, 2005).

9.4

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This research is timely in that it coincides with recent moves to
incorporate cognitive social science thinking into policy making and
to identify policy instruments for achieving cultural change (Brewer &
Frisch, 2008; John et al. 2009). In this context it might be useful to
make connections beyond the social norms literature to the wider
literature on soft paternalism and the ‘nudge’ approach to achieving
change (Glaeser, 2005; Sugden, 2008; John et al. 2009). These
approaches aim to steer people’s choices and preferences towards
more positive outcomes for individuals and society as a whole and
are predicated on the assumption that limits to knowledge and
reasoning are common and that people make bad choices as a
result. They account for factors which cause people to make bad
decisions such as beliefs, framing and social influence (Glaeser,
2005). Typical examples of soft paternalism include debiasing
campaigns, default rules and the stigmatising of undesirable
behaviours (Lessig, 1995; Glaeser, 2005); all of which are about
changing social meanings and thereby shifting the norms.
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Because the role of social norms as an influence on the management
of private land in an Australian context has not been previously
studied there is scope for future research in a variety of resource
management contexts. It would be interesting to replicate this case
study in another context but with the intention of exploring the role of
social norms from the outset. Comparing the influence of particular
social norms in rural areas where there are higher and lower
proportions of absentee owners is another potential research topic.
For improved land management outcomes it may be important that
outsiders with strong conservation values be welcomed by the
Landcare group. It might be informative to observe the interactions
within a group over a period of time if this were to happen; it would
be worthwhile documenting norm change within a community moving
from predominantly production to amenity.
With an ageing population of traditional farmers and a decrease in
the number of full-time farmers in some areas it is likely that the
norms and practices will change. This may create an opportunity to
develop a more generic role of land manager that would generate a
different set of social expectations. The move to develop a (legal)
duty of care for biodiversity (Earl et al. 2010) might be the catalyst for
behaviour change that will result in social norms that prescribe
accepted minimum social standards for biodiversity management. If a
legal duty of care was to be legislated it would provide an opportunity
to evaluate outcomes in terms of social norms.
There are many avenues for future research into understanding
different types of norms and how amenable they might be to change.
Uphoff (2000) suggests that an area in which more analysis and
evaluation needs to be done concerns ‘specific’ versus ‘generalised’
norms; I have referred to these as concrete versus abstract. An
obvious question to ask in different contexts is whether strong local
norms that influence land management practices are good or bad.
The challenge is to identify those norms that need to be maintained,
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and those that need to be changed and how this might be
accomplished.
Social norms guide behaviour no matter what the situation or context.
New norms will naturally evolve as social contexts and specific
practices change over time. Interventions should aim to work with
naturally occurring social processes not against them. Future
research on social norms and natural resource management in
different contexts may lead to the development of more powerful
policy instruments aimed at long-term social change rather than
short-lived measurable outcomes.

9.5

CONCLUDING REMARKS

I am certain this work could form the basis of new understanding of
social processes that could better inform the development and
implementation of future interventions. At the very least I am hopeful
that NRM practitioners, working with groups and in communities, if
armed with some knowledge about social norms, might rethink some
of the work they do. With a heightened awareness of social norms,
the language that expresses the norms and the effect of social
approval and disapproval on individual behaviour, practitioners might
be able to take that knowledge and apply it to their own area of
expertise.
The social norms framework has proven useful for a broader
consideration of the relationship between NRM programs, NRM
outcomes and demographic change in rural amenity areas. This
addresses an important applied research gap linking policy with
outcomes. Ultimately a better understanding of social norms in
different natural resource management contexts should lead to the
development of more effective policy and implementation for
biodiversity conservation.
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Australia could aim to have world’s best practice model for
developing land stewardship by aiming to create an occupational role
of steward for all land owners. Every owner of a rural property (40ha
and up) could be encouraged to take on the role of steward.
According to Bammer et al. (2005) Australian researchers are world
leaders in the development of integrative theory and methods in the
fields of environmental science and NRM. Integrating social norms
theory into the program logic behind NRM interventions would help to
consolidate Australia’s reputation in this area.
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APPENDIX A

INFORMATION STATEMENT
Factors affecting Native Vegetation Management on Private Land
My name is Wendy Minato and I am a doctoral student enrolled at Charles Sturt University.
Professor Allan Curtis and Dr Catherine Allan from CSU, and Professor Tony Jakeman from
ANU are my supervisors. A major component of my research will be a series of in-depth
interviews with landholders about their management of native vegetation. I would like to
invite you to participate in such an interview. The following is a brief summary of the
research and what will be required if you agree to participate.
My research aims to document the extent that revegetation is occurring on private land and
why. I want to know whether this is naturally occurring regeneration, or the result of
investment through government programs. My research findings will inform the decision
making process within agencies that are responsible for Natural Resource Management
policy and implementation.
I expect that an interview, which would take place at a mutually agreed location, would take
an hour to an hour and a half of your time. With your permission the interview would be
taped – allowing me to focus on the questions I want to ask and ensuring that I have an
accurate record of the conversation. You will be asked to talk about your property and the
factors which influence the decisions you make in relation to managing the land and the
native vegetation. I will also ask for background information; how long you have owned the
property, property size, whether you have been involved in government supported natural
resource management programs, land-use history, and your future plans for the property.
All interviews will be transcribed and analysed. Interview tapes and typed notes will not be
available to anyone other than me and my supervisors. Direct quotes from interviews may
be used in publications arising from this research but no identifying information or personal
details will be reported. Participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the project at
any time, including during the interview. You do not have to discuss issues that are sensitive
or private. I may ask permission to take photos of the vegetation on your property. No
photos will be published without your written consent.
This research is being funded by a Commonwealth Environment Research Fund (CERF)
Project. If you are interested you can visit the website: www.landscapelogic.org.au The
results of the research will be written up in my Doctoral thesis and may also be published in
academic journals and government reports.
If you agree to participate you will be asked to sign a consent form. Any questions you have
will be discussed prior to obtaining your consent. If you would like further information, feel
free to contact me or my principal supervisor.
Wendy Minato

Phone: 02 6960 1535

Email:

wendy.minato@csiro.au

Professor Allan Curtis

Phone: 02 6051 9730

Email:

acurtis@csu.edu.au

NOTE: Charles Sturt University’s Ethics in Human Research Committee has approved this project.
If you have any complaints or concerns about this project, you may contact the Committee via
the Executive Officer:
The Executive Officer
Ethics in Human Research Committee
Academic Secretariat
Charles Sturt University
Private Mail Bag 29
Telephone: (02) 6338 4628
Bathurst NSW 2795
Fax:
(02) 6338 4194
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of
the outcome.
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CONSENT FORM

Project Title:

Factors affecting Native Vegetation Management
on Private Land

Contact Details:

Principal Researcher:
Principal Supervisor:

Wendy Minato
Email:

Phone: (02) 6960 1535
wendy.minato@csiro.au

Email:

Phone: (02) 6051 9730
acurtis@csu.edu.au

Professor Allan Curtis

I understand that I am free to withdraw from this research project at any time.
The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and understood the
information statement provided. I have also been given the opportunity to ask questions
about the research and received satisfactory answers to those questions.
I understand that any personal details which might be recorded during the interview are
confidential, and that neither my name nor any other identifying information will be published
or used without my written permission.
I understand that the interview in which I participate will be audio-taped.
I understand that no photographs will be taken without my permission or published without
my written consent.

Signed by: ……………………………

Date: ………………………….

Charles Sturt University’s Ethics in Human Research Committee has approved this study. If you have
any complaints or concerns about this project, you may contact the Committee via the Executive Officer:
The Executive Officer
Ethics in Human Research Committee
Academic Secretariat
Charles Sturt University
Private Mail Bag 29
Tel: (02) 6338 4628
Bathurst NSW 2795
Fax: (02) 6338 4194

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the
outcome.
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