
Community Adaptability Tool
Securing the wealth and wellbeing of rural communities

 

The issue
•	 Environmental	and	economic	changes	are	impacting	on	rural	and	regional	Australia.	Drought,	drying,	floods	

and	fires	persistently	impact	on	peoples’	livelihoods	and	wellbeing.		Global	economic	and	environmental	change	
continues	to	impact	on	the	viability	of	peoples’	livelihoods.	

•	 Significant	policy	changes	(e.g.	Murray	Darling	Basin	Plan)	as	well	as	the	cycle	of	resource	booms	impact	of	the	
viability	and	as	well	as	live-ability	of	our	communities.	

•	 Rural	communities	are	increasingly	faced	with	the	need	to	constantly	adapt	in	the	face	of	change.	But	how	do	
they	go	about	this?	What	might	their	future	look	like	given	various	changes?

•	 Communities	require	an	adaptive	capacity	to	secure	their	socio-economic	viability	and	environmental	
sustainability	in	the	face	of	these	constant	changes.	Such	capacity	involves:	

•	 a	focus	on	community	development	that	recognises	and	builds	on	community	assets;	
•	 support	for	ensuring	the	sustainability	of	the	environment;
•	 a	viable	local	economic	base	with	sufficient	flow	on	values	and	job	generation	capacity;	and
•	 the	capacity	of	people	living	in	the	community	to	engage	in	and	sustain	change.

•	 But	how	do	communities	know	where	they	stand	in	relation	to	these	attributes?	How	can	they	really	assess	
how	proposed	developments	or	disruptions	may	impact	on	their	community	and	wellbeing?	Commonly,	local	
communities	do	not	have	access	to	the	specific	information	needed	to	inform	their	decisions	and	even	when	the	
information	is	available,	it	is	rarely	in	a	usable	form	or	was	not	produced	by	a	trusted	source.	

•	 We	believe	that	each	community	has	its	own	unique	characteristics	which	shape	its	capacity	to	respond	to	
change.	Working	with	communities	at	the	local	level,	our	team	has	developed	the	Community	Adaptability	Tool,	
which	is	a	user				-	friendly	step-by-step	process	to	enable	your	community	to	gather	information	about	your		
socio				-economic	adaptability	and	then	be	able	to	use	this	information	when	making	decisions	about	your	future.

There is a saying among  
people who work in  

rural areas that ‘if you’ve seen 
one country town; you’ve seen 

just one country town!’
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Community Adaptability Tool
•	 We	took	up	the	challenge	to	create	a	way	for	

communities	to	get	the	information	they	need	
and	use	it	to	inform	the	decisions	they	make.

•	 The	Community	Adaptability	Tool	was	
developed	by	taking	into	account	the	many	
aspects	of	adaptability	which	may	impact	on	
the	sustainability	of	rural	communities.	These	
include:	

•	 your	local	economic	base
•	 the	unique	mix	of	people,	skills	and	

social	networks	in	the	community	
which	together	contribute	to	the	
community’s	capacity	to	adapt	

•	 health	and	social	wellbeing;	
•	 water	sharing;	and
•	 the	recognition	that	there	are	factors	

which	might	drive	people	to	leave	
their	community.

The	Community	Adaptability	Tool	is	used	to	
facilitate	communities	through	an	eight	stage	
process	in	which	they	identify	existing	data	
sources	and	learn	how	they	can	use	this	data	to	
inform	planning	for	their	future	(see	Figure	1).	
At	the	end	of	the	process	the	community	will	
understand	how	they	can	work	towards	a	shared	
vision	for	the	future	by	managing	competing	
priorities	within	a	limited	resource	base.	

STAGE ONE
 What has been happening to the community so far?
•	 Th	 e	project	team	develop	an	insight	into	the	issues	facing	the	

community	by	reviewing	economic	data,	demographic	data,	local	
reports,	council	minutes	and	newspapers	(see	Figure	2).

STAGE TWO
What is the community’s story?
•	 Th	 e	project	team	talk	to	members	of	the	community	to	identify	local	

‘aspirations	and	apprehensions’	(see	Table	1).

STAGE THREE
What are our options?
•	 Review		the	information	which	is	already	available	and	bring	in	

information	to	understand	how	other	communities	have	responded	to	
the	issues	that	your	community	is	facing.

STAGE FOUR
What is the capacity of the community to adapt?
•	 Community	members	complete	a	survey	to		identify	the	capacity	of	

the	community	to	manage	change,	taking	into	account	their	health	
and	wellbeing	(see	Figure	3).	Is	their	enough	support	for	our	leaders?	
Are	people	burning	out?	Are	some	people	especially	vulnerable	
to	change?

STAGE FIVE
What will I do in the face of changes?
•	 Th	 e	community	develops	4-6	scenarios	for	the	future	based	on	local	

aspirations/apprehensions	and	observations	from	similar	communities.	
For	example,	what	would	happen	to	our	community	if	the	local	mill	
closed?	How	many	people	would	leave?	

STAGE SIX
Production of a decision support tool
•	 Th	 e	project	team	develops	an	interactive	computer-based	tool	to	

predict	how	the	community	may	respond	to	changing	circumstances	
(see	Figure	4).	Th	 e	community	is	trained	so	that	they	can	use	the	tool	
themselves	on	an	ongoing	basis.

STAGE SEVEN
Community engagement with the decision support tool
•	 Th	 e	project	team	and	the	community	discuss	the	fi	ndings	from	Stage	

6	and	consider	how	they	can	be	used	in	planning	for	the	future,	
in	particular	how	diff	erent	results	might	be	possible	from	similar	
interventions,	e.g.	whether	employees	at	the	new	manufacturing	
business	choose	to	live	locally	or	commute	from	other	places.

STAGE EIGHT
Taking action
•	 Th	 e	project	team	work	with	the	community	to	identify	where	action	

can	be	taken.

Figure	1.	The	eight	stages	of	the	Community	Adaptability	Tool
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Levels	of	full	time	work	remain	about	same

Levels	of	part	time	work	are	increased

There	is	an	increase	in	the	number	of	young	people	leaving	the	community

The	numbers	of	younger	women	declines	while	the	numbers	of	older	
women	remains	the	same

Some	family	and	friends	have	moved	away

Population	remains	as	about	the	same	(newcomers	replace	those	who	leave)

The	local	sporting	teams	can	no	longer	continue

The	local	schools	remain	as	they	are

The	current	level	of	health	services	and	doctors	and/or	nurses	in	the	
community	remains	the	same

The	level	of	aged	care	services	is	maintained

Some	businesses	and	shops	close	but	new	and/or	different	businesses	open

Tourism	increases

New share

Base share

Change

78.91%

82.75%

-3.83%

21.09%

17.25%

3.84%

	Figure	4.	A	hypothetical	scenario	that	community	members	responded	to	and	that	allows	prediction	of	staying	and	going	(by	community	segment)

Figure	3.		
The	capacity	of	community	members	to	deal	with	
change.	A	score	of	zero	means	average	capacity	to	
adapt	on	the	indicator	shown.	Scores	above	the	line	
represent	above	average	and	below	the	line,	below	
average	outcomes.	Taken	together,	the	indicators	
give	an	idea	of	the	capacity	of	different	segments	
within	the	community	to	adapt	to	change.
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Aspirations

•	 Retain	young	people	in	town	and	attract	families	with	
children	to	slow	down	population	ageing

•	 Attract	university	graduates	back	to	town

•	 Attract	skilled	workers	(especially	in	the	trades	and	
health	sectors)

•	 Increase	attractiveness	for	lifestyle	retirement

•	 Harness	multiculturalism	to	attract	visitors	and	
migrant	communities

Apprehensions

•	 Impact	of	mining	on	local	housing	and	employment

•	 Increase	in	non-resident	workforce

•	 Outmigration	of	young	people	leading	to	
acceleration	of	population	ageing

•	 Declining	number	of	community	volunteers

•	 Difficult	to	attract	and	retain	professionals	in	key	
service	sectors	(health,	education,	police)

Table	1.	Aspirations	and	Apprehensions	in	Gunnedah,	Namoi	Catchment

Figure	2.	Sources	of	in-migrants	and	destinations	of	out-migrants,	2006-2011

Over	90%	of	Waikerie’s	new	residents	come	from	elsewhere	within	South	Australia,	with	half	coming	from	Adelaide.	
Likewise,	nearly	90%	of	people	who	leave	Waikerie	go	somewhere	else	in	South	Australia,	with	60%	going	to	Adelaide.	
This	‘migration	network’	is	a	strong	but	highly	concentrated	one	which	places	some	constraints	on	potential	volumes	on	
migration	in	the	future,	but	also	means	that	the	community	can	have	a	good	understanding	of	who	is	likely	to	move	in	and	
to	leave	and	why.	It	is	harder	to	model	the	impact	of	different	scenarios	in	communities	where	there	are	weaker	and	more	
dispersed	migration	networks.

Waikerie in-migrants Waikerie out-migrants
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