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Research problem
• Need for normatively informed and locally derived 

approaches to understanding sustainable development

• Lack of clarity over meaning of sustainable 
development in rural and resource-dependent 
communities and regions1

• Need for evidence to demonstrate need and potential 
of collaborative approaches to rural governance in 
Newfoundland and Labrador, given current institutional 
context2

• Promise but mostly unconfirmed potential of 
sustainability indicators as a tool for more inclusive local 
governance3
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Sustainability in rural Newfoundland & 
Labrador
• 1992 Moratorium brought (un)sustainability of ecological, 

social, & economic systems into international focus

• Communities large and small striving to reinvent local 
economies

• Challenges facing rural sustainability
• 47% of residents in rural/small-town areas4, but provincial policy favours 

urban centres 

• No regional level of government 

• Dismantling of rural development institutions5

• Provincial & regional initiatives to increase public access/use of data
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Research problem
Sustainability Indicators (SIs):
• Transition from technical, expert-led tools to use in 

participatory local planning and development6

• Balance of bottom-up & top-down:
• Local aspirations vs. global sustainability priorities

• Community perceptions of well-being vs. official (e.g. Census) 
data

• Contemporary frameworks:
• Canadian Index of Well-being

• Vital Signs

• UN Sustainable Development Goals
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Research problem
Positive outcomes in communities

• Articulating local visions7

• Encouraging dialogue8

• Trust-building9

• Learning and reflection10

• Uncovering under-utilized assets in communities11

• Starting with ``what`s strong, instead of what`s wrong``12

• Shift from rural communities being defined by needs and deficiencies 
to defining themselves based on their capacities13

• Empowering change from clients of public and private service regimes 
to citizens capable of meeting their own needs14

• Often overlooked community assets (e.g. sense of community, identity, 
heritage) can be harnessed in new place-based opportunities15
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Research problem
“…millions of dollars and
much time…has been wasted
on preparing national, state,
and local indicator reports
that remain on the shelf
gathering dust” (Innes &
Booher, 1999: p. 2).16

6

“Here we are, Sustainable Seattle,
an organization that changed the
world, and yet it hasn’t created
real change” (Cofounder Laura
Musikanski, 2012, quoted in
Holden, 2013: p. 93).17



1. What roles can sustainability indicators and monitoring play in 
supporting more participatory governance and improving social, 
environmental, and economic well-being in rural, resource-based 
regions?

2. What factors lead to the incorporation of sustainability monitoring 
into governance? 

3. What forms of governance emerge from the participatory monitoring 
of sustainability in communities and regions?

4. How can these lessons learned be applicable for rural and resource-
based regions in NL seeking to enhance their well-being and long-term 
sustainability?

5. What factors in local and provincial governance need to be developed 
or enhanced to enable community-based sustainability monitoring 
initiatives to be a vehicle for sustainable regional development?
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• Collaborative, multi-level governance
• Shared decision-making based on sharing of resources & responsibilities 

between diverse group of actors18

• Need for more effective governance in complex decision environment of 
sustainable development19

• Mutual exchange of time, trust, and turf20

• Focus on underlying values, images, principles motivating governing actors and 
the instruments they use21

• Learning and adaptation
• Need to assess learning as an outcome of CG22

• Social learning as observed in CG and indicator initiatives23

• Transformative learning – shift in values and beliefs24

• Governance for sustainable development requires not just new knowledge, but a 
transformation in underlying values of governing actors25
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Source: Ansell and Gash (2008)
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Adapted from Moreno-Pires (2011)

Governance Element Criteria

Nature of the indicator system • Scope
• Timeframe
• Coherence

Assigning overall responsibility • Political commitment
• Sensitivity to change
• Sectoral coordination

Government coordination • Regional coordination
• Training

Stakeholder involvement • Multi-stakeholder
• Participation mechanisms
• Feeling of ownership

Links with local plans or strategies • Performance
• Funding

Links with national/int’l networks • Learning

Communication with society • Communication

Analytical framework
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Source: Reed et al. (2006)

Analytical framework



Transformative learning theory

1. Disorienting dilemma
2. Self-examination
3. Critical assessment
4. Recognition that one’s predicament is shared with others who have 

experienced similar difficulties and transformations
5. Exploration
6. Planning
7. Learning
8. Trying
9. Gaining competence and confidence in newly acquired roles and 

relationships
10. Re-integrating into existing life and practices
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Source: Mezirow (2006)

Analytical framework



Transformative collaborative governance
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Adapted from Ansell and Gash (2008), Reed et al. (2006), Mezirow (2006), Moreno-Pires (2011) 



Methods
Phase 1: Meta-analysis

• Case identification 
• Location of documents relevant to each case

• Indicator reports, media coverage, etc. from local area
• Database keyword search (Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, etc.)

• Systematic content analysis using analytical framework currently 
under development

Phase 2: Community-based action research on 
emergent SI initiatives in rural NL

• Participatory action-research inspired approach
• Informed by grounded theory26 and theoretical framework
• 2-3 case study regions

• Co-creation of SI frameworks and tools with local stakeholders
• Integration into municipal and regional planning and development 

efforts
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Meta-analysis
Inclusion criteria

• Canadian initiatives

• Community or regional scale (not provincial)

• Not located in CMA or large CA (>60,000) unless also primary 
resource-based economy

• Sector/issue-specific initiatives included for now, may be 
excluded later
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Factors examined:

• Scale of initiative 
• Municipal

• County

• Multi-county

• Intra-provincial region

• Indigenous territory

• Distance from a major urban centre

• Duration of initiative
• Signs of inactivity (>5 yrs. since last report, broken website link)

• Other potentially important common factors
• Nature of local economy (e.g. resource-dependent, tourism)

• Eco-region focus (e.g. watershed, valley, etc.)

• Provincial framework
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Meta-analysis
• 81 SI initiatives found to date in Canada

• 40 urban, 41 rural/resource-based

• Average population of adopting communities/regions: 
65,016

• 73 appear currently active (90%)
• 33 urban initiatives active (82.5%)

• 40 rural/resource-based initiatives active (97.6%)

• 2.8 years average duration of project
• 3.5 years for urban initiatives

• 2.1 years for rural/resource-based initiatives
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Meta-analysis
•Average distance to a major urban centre: 188 km 

• Smallest community: Naskapi Nation (~586)

• Largest community: Sault Ste. Marie (78,459)

• Types of initiatives:
• Vital Signs (26)

• Grassroots indicators (9)

• Online data dashboard (1)

• Public engagement/planning initiative (3)

• CIW initiative (1)

• Other (1)
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Meta-analysis
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Meta-analysis
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Meta-analysis
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Meta-analysis
Case study snapshot: Lunenburg County, NS
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Meta-analysis
Case study shapshot: Little Red River Cree Nation
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Meta-analysis
Case study snapshot: Bonavista region, NL
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Anticipated outcomes

• Contribution to research on:
• Sustainability indicators

• Collaborative governance

• Rural well-being and sustainability

• Support for provincial and national efforts towards 
regional approaches to rural governance and 
development

• New tools and resources for asset-based rural 
development planning designed in partnership with 
rural NL communities and regions
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Thank You!
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