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As societies transition as a result of climate change, examination of the ways in which government 
policy shapes social outcomes remains relevant. Drawing on three years of postdoctoral research 
focussed on the role of government in, and the regulatory boundaries of, climate change adaptation, 
this paper explores key themes relevant to the relationship between evidence-based policy and 
regional transition. This paper will discuss empirical research which found that actors working within all 
tiers of government are seeking to develop and implement a robust approach to evidence based 
policy. The empirical findings discussed in this paper show that governments looked largely to 
academics in providing this evidence, and that government policy-makers needed quality research 
delivered according to policy timetables. These findings offer a contribution to the broader regional 
transition literature.   

1. INTRODUCTION  

 
Governments play a clear role in setting both policy and regulatory agendas for complex social, 
economic and environmental issues. Climate change is one such issue. Because climate change 
affects multiple systems in a myriad of ways, responses to it will continue to be complex (Wise et al, 
2014). Because of this complexity, government policy in response to the challenges and impacts of 
climate change will continue to a) be required, and b) will need continued adjustment and scrutiny. It is 
in this context that effective government policy is required for both climate change adaptation and 
mitigation. Research that is innovative and collaborative can achieve policy impact by directly 
contributing to the policy mechanisms required to respond to climate change; this can, in turn, play an 
important role in facilitating regional transition(s). 
 
Unpacking the connection between government policy and academic research is necessary because 
effective climate adaptation and mitigation policy responses require a multi-stakeholder approach 
(Wise et al, 2014). Further, recognition of the political and temporal challenges associated with climate 
change policy, and Australia’s federated system of government (which sees local, state, and national 
government involved in policy and regulation of areas pertinent to climate change mitigation and 
adaptation) also remains vital. McDonald (2011) draws attention to the complexity of factors for 
decision makers, including levels of uncertainty over longer time horizons as to when climate risks will 
eventuate, and the localised nature of climate change impacts even as they demand both leadership 
and a coordinated approach by law (in defining ‘law’, for the purposes of this paper, it is useful to also 
include regulation and policy).  
 
The separation of duties and responsibilities with respect to law making, implementation and 
enforcement across the three tiers of government in Australia can be problematic when examining a 
broad remit of the ‘role of government’ in climate change adaptation (Smith et al, 2014). This is 
because of the separatism of responsibilities within and across governmental departments (this 
separatism often serves to promote silos of response(s): see, for example, Webb and Beh, 2014). 
Further challenges can arise where siloes within each distinct government department(s) exist at the 
portfolio level; these structural or institutional factors can limit effective knowledge uptake and 
implementation (Measham et al, 2011; Cvitanovic et al, 2015a; 2015b). The result of this can be the 
displacement of governmental leadership and subsequent decision-making to alternative regulatory 
jurisdictions and/or pathways (see, for example, Peel and Osofsky, 2015) including to other 



 

stakeholders (such as the private sector). This displacement risks an ongoing lack of coherence in 
legal and policy responses to climate change impacts (on the importance of coherence, consider, for 
example and on the topic of coastal adaptation and sea level rise, O’Donnell and Gates, 2013).  
 
Finally, the process of implementing regulatory frameworks can undergo social and regulatory barriers 
to implementation (Barnett et al, 2013). Despite this, sub-national level regulation and policy can be a) 
an easier process for government to undertake in response to changing societal demands and 
expectations, and b) often a favoured response to climate change risks and impacts as it allows for 
both flexibility in physical geography, application, and an appreciation for local nuance, including, 
social, physical, economic, or cultural features. In addition, some policies can be non-binding (legally) 
on future governments, but still a useful aid in guiding decision-making. Despite this, governments 
(especially national governments) ought not be relieved of their leadership obligations with respect to 
climate change risks and impacts, and have concomitant obligations to act in the public interest 
(O’Donnell and Gates, 2013).  
 
The ability of all levels of government in Australia to integrate climate adaptation research into policy-
making remains an important question (Barnett et al. 2015). This paper explores the relationship 
between academic research and government policy with reference to empirical findings that highlight 
ways to achieve effective collaboration between these key stakeholders. Following that discussion, the 
paper argues that research-government collaborations can are required to enable effective regional 
transition(s).  

2. INNOVATION AND COLLABORATION TO SUPPORT POLICY-MAKING 

 
To explore government perspectives on climate adaptation knowledge uptake, the government theme 
of the Social, Economic and Institutional Dimensions of Climate Change NCCARF network in 2016 
developed a research project that was particularly interested to empirically explore the relationship 
between academic research and government policy. Specifically, the project was interested to explore 
ways to achieve effective collaboration between key stakeholders (Cvitanovic et al, 2015a), and how 
evidence-based policy could and should inform climate change adaptation policy development and 
implementation. To this end, a focus group with 11 key decision makers representing the three tiers of 
Australian government was held in 2016 at the University of Canberra. Participants in the focus group 
included New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory state governments; Federal Government; 
and senior decision-makers from two New South Wales local councils (one coastal, one 
rural/regional). Two central questions were asked of participants: 
 

1. How can knowledge uptake by Local, State, and Federal governments for climate adaptation 
be improved?  

2.  How can researchers ensure that adaptation research is beneficial for policymakers? 
 
The focus group discussion was semi-structured, providing flexibility for participants in terms of their 
interactions and responses in allowing the conversation to flow naturally and canvas sub-topics of the 
participants’ choosing (Silverman, 2006). Participation was anonymous, and the project held ethics 
approval from the University of Canberra. The focus group ran for 1.5 hours and was recorded. The 
recording was later transcribed. The transcription was then analysed to derive common themes arising 
from the focus group discussion. Highlights are reported on in an NCCARF Guidance Brief prepared 
for government and published for public use (O’Donnell et al, 2016).  
 
The bringing together of key decision makers from each tier of government provided a platform for 
open dialogue as between and with participants (including the focus group facilitators). It also provided 
an opportunity for participants to detail the ways in which academic researchers could ensure that 
climate change adaptation research is beneficial for practitioners and for policy makers. It follows then 
that if climate change adaptation research is beneficial for policy makers, such research could then be 
relied on to inform policy, in turn ensuring that academic research has ‘real world’ impact.  
 
An analysis of these findings is set out in the following section according to two primary themes: key 
themes arising from the focus group, and a synopsis on how academic research can be beneficial for 
policy makers.  



 

2.1. Knowledge uptake by governments: key themes  

 
Governments are subject to competing demands from a range of stakeholder groups, communities, 
industry, and individuals. These competing pressures from multiple interests can produce varying 
outcomes across, within and between each level of government. Smith et al. (2011) observed some of 
these challenges, at the time stating, “…climate change adaptation is usually framed within an 
economic rationalist paradigm, rather than a quality of life paradigm, and consequently there are 
challenges and potential paradoxes associated with achieving overriding goals such as short-term 
economic growth.” (p 69).  
 
Of particular importance for governments is the danger of fragmented awareness and therefore 
fragmented responses to the urgency of various climate change impacts and any adaptation 
imperative. This can be exacerbated by varied cross-scale and cross-jurisdictional responses by key 
stakeholders. It is in this context that focus group participants agreed that policy makers within 
government can impact both the development of policy frameworks, and to a lesser extent the 
implementation of these frameworks. Participants discussed how these stakeholders could be, and 
oftentimes were, addressing climate change even if they did not describe (or even use) the words 
‘climate change’ for policy initiatives and outcomes. Therefore, the importance of specific language 
used, and the intended meaning of language used, was a key theme arising from the focus group.  
 
A majority of participants recognised that even if all policy levers were activated, political pressures 
may result in different outcomes (see further Moser, 2009; Gibbs, 2016). It was observed that climate 
change adaptation policy remains challenging for governments. There is an on-going lack of co-
ordination across portfolios and an uncoordinated approach to embedding climate change into current 
or future risk management or other adaptive policies. Further, it was observed that political pressures 
respond to different, often very short, time scales to that of policy development and implementation. 
This theme identifies decision-making scales (temporal and institutional) as key considerations for the 
uptake of research by policy-makers. 
 
When the focus group discussion turned to climate adaptation knowledge gaps within governments, all 
participants reflected that being part of a collaborative conversation with the research community early 
on was critical in both correctly identifying, and then effectively responding to, knowledge gaps. 
Closely linked with this is that knowledge gaps in policy, once identified, usually need a rapid 
evidence-based response in order to effectively inform policy. The need for a rapid response was 
discussed at length by participants. The majority of participants felt that academic research is not 
always cognisant of government time pressures. In response to this, participants identified a need to 
manage the temporal disconnect between the urgent demands of policy-making versus the slower 
paced timelines of academic research.  
 
Finally, participants’ contributions to the focus group regularly returned to the theme of economic 
pressures. This was particularly evident in relation to big infrastructure or ‘large spend items’ within 
government portfolios. In this regard, participants’ highlighted the importance of long term and 
visionary strategic land use planning mechanisms as one example of mainstreaming adaptation 
efficiencies. It was recognised that these efficiencies are also opportunities to build or enhance 
organisational leadership within governments. 

2.2. How can researchers ensure that adaptation research is beneficial for 
policymakers?  

 
Following Adger (2016), adaptation outcomes are most often required at the local scale where they 
can take account of localised nuance, specificity of place and community, and unique social and 
cultural factors. However, the ability of governments to mainstream multiple and oftentimes competing 
demands and costs is critical for implementing, monitoring, and evaluating, the successes or 
otherwise of climate adaptation (Wise et al, 2014). Participants expressed a strong desire for the 
research community to ensure that their research “actually addresses” the specific questions 
government decision-makers require an evidence base for (Participant response, 2016).  
 



 

Local government representatives in particular stated that if the research addressed what government 
needed (as opposed to “what researchers wanted to find out”, participant response, 2016), it would 
result in the research being useable by government to inform decision-making. Further, the research 
community needed to ensure that their research addresses the many competing demands in, and an 
understanding of local nuances, for the local and regional scale of government. Finally, adaptation 
researchers needed to clearly understand the research problem that government requires the 
evidence base for in order for their research to be of use. In other words, the most useful research 
was clearly articulated, recognised the uniqueness of the relevant place in which the research would 
be undertaken or would influence, and was applied in approach.  
 
Visual representations of research were identified as valuable; a “powerful tool” for government and 
other practitioners in ensuring the uptake of adaptation knowledge and in translating research into 
practice. Participants spoke of the need to ensure that the research outcomes were explained and 
communicated in plain English. There was a strong preference for the provision of research through 
creative ways of community engagement and public demonstration. State government representatives 
were particularly interested in visual representations of evidence-based policy-making for climate 
adaptation, and considered these a strong and practical way to engage with community and to 
communicate the complexity of climate change. Examples discussed included visualisation models of 
urban heat island effect, and modelling that demonstrates the cooling effect of trees on streetscapes 
(see, for example, Mahmuda and Webb, 2016).  
 
Closely related to this were observations on the need for research findings to widely accessible. 
Accessibility was discussed in terms of language, format, and availability (i.e. preferably free). The 
production of research only for journal articles and behind paywalls that are inaccessible, or only 
accessible on significant payment or subscription, was considered a considerable frustration by all 
participants. Therefore, the ease of access to expert information is an important component in 
adaptation knowledge uptake. In this regard, partnerships between governments and universities were 
seen as an important ‘lever’ for decision-making (Moser, 2009).  
 
Using pathways and processes of decision making that are broad and iterative can help to build 
evolving and robust processes for governments. This is important as governments increasingly seek 
to balance regulatory and community demands for climate adaptation (Wise et al. 2014). As 
highlighted by Barnett et al., (2015), the speed with which adaptation implementation occurred was an 
important factor for whether path dependency would inhibit or otherwise, effective adaptation. The 
focus group findings as discussed in this paper support this proposition. Moreover, these findings 
highlight the importance of temporal scales in government decision-making. This knowledge can and 
should inform how the research community can respond. 
 

3. THE RELEVANCE OF KNOWLEDGE UPTAKE BY GOVERNMENT FOR 
REGIONAL TRANSITION(S) 

 
Regional transition is a multi-faceted and context specific way of describing how collective local places 
can and do come together when experiencing significant social, economic, and environmental change 
(Hudson, 2007; Rickards and Howden, 2012). How climate change adaptation policy informs regional 
transition is a particularly pertinent area of enquiry, as climate-adapted regional transition(s) may face 
multiple barriers, especially where cross-border adaptation will encompass multiple legal or regulatory 
jurisdictions (Weissman et al, 2013).  
 
The challenges for sub-national governance in a climate adaptation context, as highlighted by the 
focus group discussion above, are important considerations for collaborative approaches to regional 
transition. Rickards and Howden (2012) note that some transitions can underpin, or even create, 
barriers to transformative adaptation. In addition, they argue that transformative adaptation is 
necessary for many sectors (giving examples, including agriculture). Recent research has also 
highlighted the importance of knowledge brokers who can act as intermediaries between the scientific 
community and policy makers (see, for example, Cvitanovic et al, 2016). Further afield, broader 
sustainability literature recognises collaborative approaches as effective planning, this process being 
necessary for multi-faceted transformative change (Linnenluecke et al, 2017).  



 

 
A significant proportion of climate change adaptation and mitigation responses in Australia are taking 
place at the sub-national level, and often in a ‘regional’ context. Examples include legislated emissions 
reduction targets supported by reverse auction processes (ACT and Victoria), battery storage and 
energy innovation (South Australia), and coastal management planning (Queensland). Regionally, 
cross jurisdiction transitions have been taking place in relation to climate change adaptation policy ( 
see, for example, ACT and NSW). Closures of regionally infrastructure (for example, coal fired energy 
stations in the Hunter Valley, NSW and La Trobe Valley, Victoria) are also initiating significant social 
and economic change for those communities.  
 
One notable Australian example of a regional transition already underway is that of the LaTrobe Valley 
in Victoria. There, the closure of a coal mine has caused significant social and economic change. The 
response by governments (all tiers) are mixed. This mixed response has influenced how that 
community then receives and/or accepts those changes. Recent empirical findings have found that the 
use of interchangeable language has contributed to communication challenges both across and within 
particular sector(s). Weller and Tierney’s study also illustrates the power of political capital (2017). 
Their findings reinforce the power of language and definitions in facilitating transition(s), the inherent 
interchangeability of meaning of words and therefore the interpretation and implementation of policy 
documents (a key theme identified in the empirical findings discussed above), and what, if any, is the 
role of place-specificity (on this latter point, consider generally Adger, 2016). 
 
A significant challenge in linking the research community with policy or decision-makers is in ensuring 
that the collaborations that plan for the future are doing so with an unconstrained eye towards the 
future (Rickards et al, 2014). This ought to occur with due regard for local nuance and “complex 
dynamics” – taken together to be “micro-dynamics” (Strambach and Pflitsch, 2018, p296-297) in order 
to unravel different ways of ‘knowing’ climate (Rickards et al, 2017). Of additional importance is how 
evidence-based knowledge contributes to the formation, implementation and successful uptake of 
adaptation research into government policy, and to the longer-term success of government policy 
geared towards enabling climate adaptation and regional transition(s). Following Cvitanovic et al 
(2015b), there remains ongoing opportunities to link the scientific community with policy-makers.  

4. CONCLUSION 

 
Supporting the integration of knowledge across sectors and institutions (Adger et al. 2005) remains a 
high priority, and one which is especially important for regional transition(s). Flexibility and robustness 
of decision-making processes is an ongoing and iterative process, whereby close attention to the 
necessity of integrating evidence-based policy into decision-making processes is critical. Regional 
transitions are susceptible to local nuance, political pressures and temporal sensitivities. Increased 
recognition of these factors can continue to inform a way forward, enabling the longer-term success of 
climate adaptation policy development and implementation. The research-government nexus 
discussed in this paper also draws attention to the benefits of collaboration and policy integration may 
help overcome sectorial or institutional barriers, as well as enable cross-scale efficiencies. 
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