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OUTLINE

• Rural governance context in Canada and NL

• Approaches to measuring and monitoring well-being with 
rural data

• Roles of measuring and monitoring in participatory 
governance

• Research objectives

• Examples from rural Newfoundland
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RESEARCH CONTEXT

• Multiple threats to sustainability of rural & natural resource-based 
communities

• Demographic decline

• Economic volatility

•Government retrenchment/restructuring

• Environmental threats (e.g. fisheries decline, climate change)

• Rural Canada often characterized as in need, deficient

• Push for regional cooperation & collaboration across sectors for regional 
governance

• No institutional support for regional development in rural NL

• Need for new conceptualizations of rural well-being and sustainability
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APPROACHES TO MEASURING RURAL 
WELL-BEING



ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

“Glass-half-full” mindset:
• Framework for community development based on identifying and building on 

strengths and capacities

• Contrasted to mainstream focus on needs and deficiencies in design of 
community development initiatives (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993).

• Originated in inner-city United States but applied often in rural contexts 
(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993).

• Seeks to lead shift of individuals from clients to citizens (McKnight, 1995).

• Has often been used to spark new initiatives & coordinated development 
efforts in communities (Read, 2012; Mathie & Cunningham, 2005).
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ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Identification of community assets
• ABCD most commonly associated with asset mapping

• Goal to identify, catalogue, and/or measure the assets present in a community 

(Fuller et al., 2014).

• Extensive community participation in identification and analysis of assets

• Asset categories:

• Capacities: individual, associational, institutional (Kretzmann & McKnight, 

1993).

• Community capital (Emery & Flora, 2006).

• Ecological

• Economic

• Socio-cultural
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SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS

“Where are we now, and where do we want to go”?

• Goal is to measure the status of various community assets or forms of community 
capital

• Can be used to represent more complex, abstract values that are difficult or 
impossible to measure directly

• Creates a “snapshot in time” of a community or region’s progress towards 
sustainability (Fraser Basin Council, 2010).

• Evaluation of indicators highly normative and context-dependent (Hermans et 
al., 2011).
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ENGAGING COMMUNITIES IN DEFINING 
INDICATORS

• Need to involve community members in designing, measuring, and taking action 

on local sustainability indicators

• Greatest accuracy and buy-in with involvement in defining priorities, indicators, 

and collecting data (Reed et al., 2006).

• Self-defined well-being and use of knowledge especially important for 

Indigenous communities’ use of indicators (Natcher & Hickey, 2002)

• Need to incorporate official data (e.g. Census data) and rigorous 

standards/benchmarks

• Blend of community perspectives and expert-derived data often most effective 

(Reed et al., 2006; Fraser et al., 2006).
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SHARED MONITORING OF WELL-BEING

Sustainability indicators can become part of an ongoing 
process of participatory sustainability monitoring

 Goal to track the progress of community well-being and sustainability 
over time (Holman, 2009; Holden, 2013).

 Can facilitate a shared agenda among diverse stakeholders 
(Hermans et al., 2011).

 Ongoing revisiting of indicators can create channels between science 
& decision-makers to inform policy (Dagevos, 2016).
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ROLE OF MEASUREMENT & MONITORING 
IN PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING & VISION

“…indicator programmes can help to construct meaningful
dialogues about sustainability…[in] many respects indicators here act
as portals of communication that create the need for cross
departmental, cross community, cross party discussion and thereby
“shape networks” (Alstleithner et al., 2004). It is here in this shaping
of networks that …[indicators]…move beyond ‘soft impacts’ into
conceptualisations of governance”

Holman, 2009, p. 26.
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING & VISION

Constructing meaningful dialogue

• Parallels between dialogical role of measuring sustainability and 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984, 1987).

• Critique of positivist attempts to separate knowledge from human 
interests and values (Habermas, 1971).

• Different realms of human interaction:

• Life-world: the day-to-day interactions of citizens in civil society

• Systems: Interactions dictated by State and capitalist production

• In the life-world, “there is a communicative reason through which 
people settle their relationships and come to a consensus about 
common affairs” (Orsskog, 2002, p. 246).

• Dialogue allows for the creation of shared understanding and 
collective decision-making (Habermas, 1971, 1984, 1987).
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING & VISION

“Knowledge is not seen as objective, as something given
and external to [humanity]. Instead, knowledge is
regarded as constructed in discourse. True knowledge is
that in which a consensus is formed among informed
people discussing the matter in undistorted
communication”.

Sager, 1996, p. 8, quoted in Habermas, 1971.
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING & VISION

Communicative action and governance

• Communicative action theory in collaborative planning and regional 
governance (Orsskog, 2002; Wallington & Lawrence, 2008)

• Consensus in collaborative governance (Innes & Booher, 1999; Ansell & Gash, 
2008; Emerson et al., 2012; Vodden, 2015).

• Indicators as “portals of communication” (Holman, 2009).

•Monitoring able to create “a common language to talk about sustainability” 
and coordinate a shared development agenda between stakeholders (Dagevos, 
2016).

Shared measurement of  community sustainability as a space for 
communicative action and truth-making for improved local 

governance?
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MEASURING REGIONAL SUSTAINABILITY 
IN RURAL NEWFOUNDLAND & LABRADOR

CRRF/RPLC 2016 – BUILDING VIBRANT RURAL FUTURES 15



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

What is the potential for participatory approaches to measure and 
monitor rural sustainability to lead to better regional governance?

• That helps to mobilize stakeholders in rural communities and catalyze 
new forms of dialogue and collaboration?

• With tangible impacts on social, ecological, and economic well-being?

What are some examples of effective community-based sustainability 
monitoring from within or beyond the province from which rural regions 
could learn?

• What are key characteristics of these examples and their related 
governance systems and processes?
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BONAVISTA PENINSULA

 App. 9,000 residents

 15-20 small communities

 1-1.5 hrs. from TCH, 3-3.5 hrs. from St. 

John’s

 2013-2016: sustainability indicators 

project (Holisko et al., 2014; Holisko & 

Vodden, 2015).

 Summer 2016: stakeholder analysis to 

identify key players for regional 

development strategic planning process

 Interest in developing a set of baseline 

sustainability indicators for the Peninsula 

region to support strategic planning

CRRF/RPLC 2016 – BUILDING VIBRANT RURAL FUTURES 17



FOGO ISLAND

 App. 2,500 residents

 11 fishing villages

 2-3 hours from Gander via ferry

 Site of resistance and self-reliance 

during Fogo Process, 1960s

 2011: communities amalgamated into 

Town of Fogo Island 

 2014-2015: cultural heritage asset 

mapping initiative in Tilting (Tilting 

Cultural Heritage Inventory, 2015).

 Interest in doing further asset 

mapping and/or indicators project at 

an island-wide scope
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SIGNIFICANCE

Contribution to literature
 Demonstration of the role of measuring community sustainability in 
mobilizing rural communities through dialogue and shared agenda-
building

 Identification of alternative approaches to conducting community-based 
measuring/monitoring processes

 Improved understanding of rural conceptualizations of well-being and 
sustainability

Practical significance
 Potential avenue for stakeholders on Bonavista Peninsula and Fogo Island 
to advocate for regional interests and justify need for support

 May lead to new approaches to regional governance with significance for 
provincial policy and institutional design 

 Potentially useful tools for other rural communities and regions across 
Canada
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UNLOCKING HIDDEN POTENTIAL

Image credit: Google Maps, Tourism 

Elliston, Roots, Rants, & Roars 

Festival

Elliston, NL
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EVALUATING NEW DEVELOPMENT

Image credit: Google Maps, Naskapi Nation, 

Mining.com 

Naskapi Nation, 

Northern Quebec
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING & VISION

Image credit: Telos Brabant Centre for 

Sustainable Development.

Noord-Brabant Province, Netherlands
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BONAVISTA PENINSULA

Image credit: Telos Brabant Centre for Sustainable Development 

(bottom right).CRRF/RPLC 2016 – BUILDING VIBRANT RURAL FUTURES 26



FOGO ISLAND
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METHODS 
Completed (Winter-Summer 2016)
Creation of Report Card to share results of previous sustainability indicators developed in 2013-

2015

Attendance of local meetings of civic associations

 Introducing/sharing about the project

 Note-taking on salient local issues/priorities

Participant observation

 Informal interviewing

 Active participation in community life

 Field note-taking/analysis

Creation of draft list of regional stakeholders using key informant input

Proposed (2017-2018)
• Identification of desired measurement/monitoring tool output and outcomes

• In-depth stakeholder analysis and engagement

• Semi-structured interviews

• Workshops

• Community surveys
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CASE VARIATIONS

• Demography

• Remoteness

• Previous stakeholder engagement processes

• Strength of regional institutions

• Approach to measuring well-being and/or sustainability
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