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Abstract
There has been growing interest in the social conditions of Australian rural communities
and the importance of social factors in enabling communities to adapt to change resulting
from economic and political restructuring in sustainable ways (Gray and Lawrence, 2001;
Fraser et al., 2002; Alston, 2007). While it is widely recognised that social and civic
participation can build community capacity (Keleher and Armstrong, 2005), the arts are
thought to have an important role in the social well-being of these communities (Coalter,
2001). There is growing evidence for the use of the arts in rural revitalisation, economic
stimulation, and capacity building (Adams and Goldbard, 2002; Boon and Plastow, 2004;
Mills and Brown, 2004; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007). However, research in this field is
rarely quantitative (Reeves, 2002), and has been criticised over the use of ambiguous
terminology and ill-defined concepts. This research, therefore, aimed to determine why
some communities adapt to change better than others through clarification of the
influence of the arts on social well-being for Australian rural communities. A mixedmethod approach, with both qualitative and quantitative data, was used to achieve this
within the case-study region, the rural Mid West of Western Australia. The
methodological approach enabled a deeper understanding of the context in which
engagement with the arts occurs, along with a statistical analysis to show how the
variables under scrutiny, that some commentators deemed as unmeasurable, could be
quantified using established well-being and social capital indicators.

The household survey revealed a significant difference in the well-being profile of the
case-study region across gender, age, sub-region of residence, and number of years in the
resident shire variables. Thus, despite broader regional trends reflecting a vulnerability of
rural Australia to macroeconomic forces, there was considerable spatial and social
variability within the case-study region. People engaged in the arts for social and
entertainment opportunities, to support the organisers, and for individual well-being.
However, arts activity was often instigated because of a perceived need or a desired
outcome that the arts were anticipated to achieve, including for economic stimulation, to
address social concerns, and for strengthening and/or communicating identity and sense
of place. Despite comparatively low engagement when compared to a national arts survey
(Australia Council, 2010), rural audiences were considered more dedicated arts attendees
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than their metropolitan counterparts. Statistical analysis confirmed that when controlling
for the covariate effects of length of residence, age, gender, and region of residence,
performing arts attendees had higher average well-being than those who did not attend (V
= 0.34, F(3,309) = 3.593, p = 0.014), and those who actively engaged in the arts had
higher average well-being than those who did not actively engage in the arts (V = 0.026,
F(3,309) = 2.732, p = 0.044). Positive outcomes from arts engagement were attributed to
the processes and contexts in which that engagement took place, in addition to the
benefits from arts engagement in its own right. However, these outcomes were not easily
isolated from other influences and interactions resulting from the context in which
engagement in the arts took place. Thus, despite the use of the arts in this way, securing
funding, governance, and community support for the arts was often problematic as a
result. This research more clearly defines the nature of the processes and outcomes from
arts engagement, which is essential for policy makers in facilitating the capacity of rural
communities to determine customised solutions for their future sustainability.
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Prologue
Music has always been a part of my life. My grandmother was a professional opera
singer, musician, and teacher in Singapore and continues to teach piano at the age of 86.
My father, an engineer, is a bass player and singer, having performed in cover bands
throughout Perth, WA and overseas. My mother, and her immediate family, while lacking
formal musical training, are enthusiastic singers, visual artists, and craft practitioners.
Growing up, I cannot recall a time when I didn‟t sing. I learnt the basics of piano as a
child and learnt to play guitar in my teens. Inspired by my older cousin, I took up Jazz
and Tap dancing at a young age and later developed a passion for Spanish dance and
flamenco. My grandmother taught me to knit and crochet, which has firmly become my
procrastination method of choice during my studies.
While I had ambitions to study musical theatre, I endeavoured to gain a “practical”
education. Falling short of the entrance requirements of my first preference, Cognitive
Science, I enrolled in Psychology and during three years at Murdoch University I earned
extra money as a musician by busking in Hay Street Mall, Perth. While I thoroughly
enjoyed my studies, I yearned to nurture my creative side and thus, on completion of my
first Bachelor degree, I enrolled in a contemporary music course at a technical college.
During this time I started taking my studies in Spanish Dance more seriously, completing
the major grades, and later the Professor de Baile Major (teaching qualification) of the
Instituto de la Danza Española (Spanish Dance Institute) syllabus, and was invited to join
the Danza Viva Spanish Dance Company, with whom I still perform regularly. I was also
performing more regularly as a musician and decided to return to university to complete a
Bachelor of Arts in Arts Management with the WA Academy of Performing Arts at Edith
Cowan University.

During my second degree, I took the opportunity to gain as much experience as I could in
arts administration. I volunteered with a number of organisations, including Universal
Music Australia, Propelarts, Ausdance WA, Tetrafide Percussion, Artrage, Fairbridge
Festival, Nannup Music Festival, and the Awesome International Children‟s Festival. I
was a committee member and youth program manager of Zig Zag Community Arts Inc.,
a WA Ambassador for the Foundation for Young Australians, and I worked for the East
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Fremantle Festival. I also completed a 10 week secondment with the Arts Sponsorship
department at Healthway, the WA Health Promotion Foundation and developed an
interest in the arts within the context of health, particularly well-being and the social
determinants of health. I gained employment in administration with Community Arts
Network WA (CANWA), which further spurred and nurtured my interest in communities
and regional development within the context of the arts and culture.

I was invited to participate in the first Honours year offered as part of the Arts
Management degree and used this as an opportunity to further explore the issue of arts
participation and well-being, particularly to address the lack of quantitative research on
this topic. The focus region for my research was the Shire of Denmark in the Great
Southern Region of WA, the community where my husband was raised and where his
parents are sheep farmers and active members of the local community. Towards the
completion of my thesis, for which I gained first class Honours, I secured a position with
Healthway in administration, and later as the Arts Sponsorship Officer. I administered
health promotion arts sponsorship and scholarship opportunities and developed
Healthway‟s inaugural International Arts and Health Fellowship, which resulted in the
three month residency of research fellow, Mr Mike White, Director of Arts in Health at
the Centre for Medical Humanities, Durham University with the host organisation
Disability in the Arts, Disadvantage in the Arts Australia (DADAA) WA.

While employed at Healthway I received an email from an officer at the Department of
Culture and the Arts (DCA) announcing the success of an Australian Research Council
(ARC) Linkage application. The application was a partnership between the University of
Western Australia, DCA, Country Arts WA, and Curtin University to research the arts
and social well-being in Australian rural communities. Still very passionate about this
topic, I contacted DCA to find out more about the project and its potential outcomes. I
was informed that a candidate for the PhD research was yet to be appointed and I should
contact the Chief Investigator, Professor Matthew Tonts, if I was interested. I was
selected and offered the scholarship to complete this research. I feel honoured and
privileged to be endowed with this opportunity to pursue both a lifelong zeal for the arts,
and a growing passion for the social conditions and dynamics of Australian rural
communities. I hope you enjoy reading this thesis as much as I have enjoyed researching
and writing it.
19
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1.0 General Introduction
1.1 Background to topic
The arts are important to society as a repository of cultural meaning and experience
(Wolff, 1981; Hauser, 1982; Hawkes, 2001). They enrich the experience of life (Potts,
2007), are vital for the progress of civilisation (Dieleman, 2008; Sacco and Segre, 2009),
and provide pleasure and relaxation (Bunting, 2007). In conveying meaning, experience
and emotion, the arts enable discourse over ideas concerning belonging, identity, and
sense of place (Kong, 1995; Bunting, 2007; Cherbo, 2007). In this sense, the arts are a
social product and reflect the specific historical, social, cultural, and geographical
contexts in which they are produced. Specifically, a society‟s way of understanding and
governing the arts through policy, social infrastructure, and funding, determines the role
and function of the arts within that society (Wolff, 1981). There is considerable evidence
for the positive social impacts and benefits of engaging in the arts in therapeutic and
other health settings, and for groups considered disadvantaged or “at risk” (Eames, 2003;
Staricoff, 2004; Argyle and Bolton, 2005). Evidence is also mounting for the use of the
arts in sustainable development, particularly rural revitalisation, economic stimulation,
and capacity building (Adams and Goldbard, 2002; Boon and Plastow, 2004; Mills and
Brown, 2004; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007).

In Australia, imagery and emotive representations of rural lifestyles and landscapes are
often rooted in a cultural and national identity associated with “the outback” (Rickard,
1996). Indeed, the arts have often played an important role in reinforcing this sense of
identity. In reality, however, only one third of the Australian population live outside of
the metropolitan areas of the state and territory capital cities, and the majority of these
live in regional city centres and towns (ABS, 2010c). Rural and remote Australia has
experienced substantial change in the last two decades as a result of economic and
political restructuring, in response to global structural change (Gray and Lawrence, 2001;
Alston, 2007). Rural and remote Australia is largely reliant on the primary industries,
particularly agriculture, mining, and to a lesser degree fishing and forestry. Thus, changes
in market demand can produce substantial shifts in population, investment, and capital,

21

which may have substantial impacts on rural communities with small and highly
dispersed populations (Tonts and Atherley, 2005; McGuirk and Argent, 2011). Global
economic uncertainty is compounded by spatial inequities, such as discrepancies between
rural Australians and their urban counterparts with respect to standards of health,
socioeconomic status, infrastructure, employment, and education (Townsend et al., 2002;
Pincott, 2004; Baum et al., 2005a; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008).
Juxtaposed against the significance of rural Australia to national identity, some
commentators have emphasised that parts of rural Australia are suffering from economic
and social decline (Gray and Lawrence, 2001; Sonn et al., 2002; Baum et al., 2005a;
Tonts and Atherley, 2005).

The social conditions of Australian rural communities are of growing academic interest
and more attention is being paid to the importance of social factors in building
community resilience (Gray and Lawrence, 2001; Fraser et al., 2002; Jobes et al., 2004).
In particular, there is a focus on the role of civic participation and local governance,
together with the social and cultural infrastructure that supports and encourages social
participation, for its role in community sustainability and social determinants of health
(Bush and Baum, 2001; Fraser et al., 2005; Wiseman et al., 2005; Argent, 2011). While it
is widely recognised that social and civic participation in both community life and
governance can build community capacity, and therefore enhance social well-being
(Keleher and Armstrong, 2005), the arts are thought to have an important role in
providing an avenue for such participation (Coalter, 2001). This is because of the role of
the arts in culture and creativity, and fundamentally for its use in communicating
meaning and emotion (Matarasso, 1997; Hawkes, 2001).

Throughout much of the developed world there have been numerous calls for further
research investigating the links between participation in the arts and the social well-being
of all citizens (Guetzkow, 2002; Reeves, 2002; McCarthy et al., 2004). There is a
tendency for research in this field to be highly qualitative and subjective, and to be based
on the analysis of single communities (Reeves, 2002; International Federation of Arts
Councils and Cultural Agencies, 2004). Research in this field is further limited as a result
of ambiguous terminologies and intangible concepts. This can create difficulties in the
measurement of outcomes and the establishment of causation, and has the potential to
prohibit the formation of policy to support positive and sustainable outcomes. Moreover,
22

the use of both qualitative and subjective data are often challenging for policymakers, for
whom a preference for objective and quantitative “evidence” is the norm (Ritchie and
Spencer, 2002).

Research on the benefits of the arts for communities often does not make distinctions
between metropolitan and regional, or urban and rural communities and, until recently,
findings were rarely published in peer-reviewed journals. The nature of remote and
dispersed populations in regional Australia make the support of arts activity in these
locations more difficult, with remote areas rarely a focus in the development of arts
policy (Gibson et al., 2010). Reliable social indicators are often only available at national
or state levels, which is not necessarily appropriate for local scale applications (Black et
al., 2000). Furthermore, census data tends to underestimate the extent of artistic practice
overall (Throsby and Hollister, 2003). Crouch (1992) suggests that cultural studies have
largely had an urban focus, although there are several exceptions (for examples see
Cosgrove and Jackson, 1987; Jones, 1995). These urban scholars examine the arts and
other cultural products to understand the experience of urban dwellers as representations
of the city in which they live (Hall et al., 2008). Thus, one might argue that the rural
experience can be gleaned from the poetry, visual art, and music of rural and remote
dwellers in the same way. However, separating romantic notions of rural Australia from
its economic, social, and environmental realities is likely to be problematic.

1.2 Aims and objectives
This thesis aims to determine why some communities adjust to change better than others
and, more specifically, to clarify the influence of the arts on social well-being for
Australian rural communities by focusing on the Mid West region of Western Australia
(WA) (see Figure 1.1). In framing the research, the extent and nature of arts engagement
within the region needed to be established. Two types of arts engagement were identified:
passive and active engagement. Passive engagement entails the consumption of the arts
as an audience member, reading literature, or visiting galleries and other arts spaces.
Active engagement in the arts refers to involvement in the creative production of the arts,
and the organisation and administration activities that support arts production. To enable
an understanding of how the arts fit into the social well-being of rural communities, a
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range of social indicators of well-being, including social capital, and individual and
community resilience, were utilised to establish the status of these rural communities. At
the heart of the research is an attempt to determine the extent to which the various forms
of arts engagement contribute to social well-being.

The specific objectives of this research were as follows:
1.

To develop a quantitative subjective measure of social well-being for comparison

across diverse rural communities in Australia.
2.

To determine the nature and extent of active and passive arts engagement across

the regional case-study area.
3.

To explore the role of the arts in influencing the social well-being of diverse

Australian rural communities.

1.3 Originality
Higher levels of incomes (albeit imperfectly) are associated with higher levels of
happiness (Frey, 2008). However, there has been no increases in average happiness since
the post-World War Two era, despite increases in real income (Easterlin, 1995). Thus, the
inadequacy of public economics to account for the psychological influences of well-being
on economic trends (Layard, 2006) has prompted economists and policy makers to
increasingly utilise subjective well-being research to answer macro and microeconomic
questions (Kahneman and Krueger, 2006). At a regional level, there is a vast amount of
literature examining the social conditions of rural Australia and the consequences of
restructuring on the rural economy (Black et al., 2000; Alston, 2005; Kingswell and
Pannell, 2005; Lawrie et al., 2011). These debates have been moving beyond “standard”
economic indicators of well-being to reflect the reality of rural life, including the
importance of social and cultural institutions in well-being (Berry, 1989; Pretty and
Ward, 2001; Klooster, 2003), and the ways in which these institutions have fared and
changed (Tonts, 2005).
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Figure 1.1 The Mid West region of Western Australia1

1

Image courtesy of the Geological Survey of Western Australia, Department of Mines and Petroleum. ©
State of Western Australia 2009
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Similarly, there is considerable interest on the impacts and benefits of the arts for both
individuals, and communities at large. It is well known that the arts can assist in recovery
and the treatment of illness, as well as facilitate other positive health outcomes (Staricoff,
2004; Macnaughton et al., 2005). While there has been criticism over the use of
economic impact methods (Throsby, 1994; Madden, 2001; Sterngold, 2004), the arts are
thought to make important contributions to the economic and social fabric of society
through their use in the expression of place identity, sense of belonging, and other
community development outcomes (Brennan-Horley et al., 2007; Malone, 2007; Curtis,
2010). Yet, this field of research is still in its infancy and requires a stronger empirical
base, with sound methodological rigour, to fully appreciate the nature and extent of the
outcomes of arts engagement in regional Australia, and society generally.

From a theoretical perspective, this research draws on the fields of human geography,
regional development, psychology, sociology, economics, and health, to develop a
holistic understanding of the role of the arts within a rural community context. The
conceptual definition of the arts as an expression of culture and a means for
communicating emotion was explored together with an assortment of the value of the arts
to society gleaned through public policy making, commercial and private support of the
arts, and the consumption of the arts. Furthermore, the use of the arts as a tool in health
care, health promotion, and community development was also examined in an attempt to
collate theory, research, and practice in order to develop an understanding of the role of
the arts in these contexts.

With specific reference to the methodology, this research demonstrates how outcomes
measures, often deemed intangible and unmeasurable, might be quantified. It also
highlights the importance of combining qualitative and quantitative research methods to
deepen the understanding and application of the variables under scrutiny. The case-study
region incorporates different industries, town population sizes, and levels of remoteness,
thus providing an ideal setting for determining differences within diverse regional
populations. The mixed-methods approach included an analysis of existing secondary
data, in-depth interviews with residents and stakeholders, participant observation, and a
survey of households in the region. Qualitative data were analysed and grouped
according to themes emerging from the interviews and supported within the literature.
Quantitative data were analysed using Predictive Analytics SoftWare (PASW), formerly
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known as the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), to provide descriptive
statistics, a principal components analysis to construct the well-being index, and a
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) using backward regression to examine the
relationships between arts engagement and well-being.

As the world increasingly becomes more urbanised and connected as a result of
technological change and the globalising economy, the role of the arts as it relates to the
culture, lifestyle, and sustainability of rural areas is of increasing interest. Developing an
understanding of these complex phenomena is of great interest to policy makers and
governments who are increasingly concerned with facilitating local capacity and wellbeing to provide the creative and innovative edge needed, not only to sustain livelihoods,
but also to maintain quality of life in a diverse and globally competitive market economy.
Thus, this research is both important in contributing towards this body of knowledge,
since it makes an original and innovative contribution through the methodological
approach and the cross-disciplinary conceptual and theoretical framework in which it is
based.

1.4 Publications arising from this thesis
During the course of this research, the author published four peer-reviewed journal
articles, with one book chapter currently in press, which are directly drawn from the
content of this thesis. Three papers were drafted in 2008 during the early phases of data
collection. „A place for the arts in rural revitalisation and the social well-being of
Australian rural communities‟, published in Rural Society is a condensed version of an
earlier draft of the current literature review (see Chapters 2.0 and 3.0). This paper sets the
context for future research describing the need and significance of the forthcoming
works. „My art has a secret mission‟ was published in the International Journal of Arts in
Society following the presentation of the paper at the associated annual conference in
2009. The paper presents the results of the initial analysis of the semi-structured
interviews conducted during the first half of the research project. While these ideas have
been further refined and developed within the context of the thesis itself, this paper was
the starting point for much of the subsequent analysis of the qualitative component of the
research, as presented in Chapters 6.0, 7.0, and 8.0.
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The third paper drafted in 2008, which was accepted for publication in Geographical
Research in 2010, was entitled, „“They‟d rather go play footy”: an exploratory study of
the enjoyment and benefits of the arts in Western Australia‟s remote Murchison region‟.
The Murchison region constitutes an area of the Mid West within the catchment of the
Murchison River. This region is dominated by the mining and pastoral industries, and
thus, the paper was drawn from the analysis and conclusions of the qualitative data
concerning the mining/pastoral sub-region, presented in Chapters 6.0, 7.0, and 8.0. Early
field trips to the region included the communities of Meekatharra, Cue, and Mount
Magnet, among other remote communities of the mining/pastoral sub-region. This paper,
therefore, constitutes the initial analysis of data collected at this stage within the research.
The paper titled, „Rural empowerment through the arts‟ was presented at the International
Geographical Union Commission for Sustainable Rural Systems conference in 2009
before being accepted for publication in the Journal of Rural Studies. This paper also
presents the qualitative findings of the research, however, the level of analysis is more
developed than „My art has a secret mission‟, with an analysis of the full breadth of
qualitative data from across the Mid West region. The analysis deals with themes made
apparent through qualitative data analysis, as presented in Chapters 6.0, 7.0, and 8.0.
While information from this paper was drawn from these chapters, the feedback received
as a result of the review process has greatly added to the clarity and context in which
these, and subsequent ideas, are presented within the thesis itself.
A book chapter, „“Art will save the city”, but what about country towns?‟, is currently in
press following the presentation of the manuscript at the National Country Towns
Conference in 2010. Unlike the previous papers, results from the household survey are
included, although only a subset of data from the full household survey were used, and
the method of analysis differs from that presented within the thesis. Conclusions drawn
from this analysis of the household survey relate to the discussion in Section 8.2. The
philosophy of writing and analysing data in the early stages of the research enables the
development of procedures for identifying patterns over time and space, and is important
for identifying any bias in the social contexts being observed (Hoggart et al., 2002).
Furthermore, suggestions from journal editors, anonymous reviewers, and feedback from
conference attendees have been invaluable in developing the quality of the analysis and
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the logic through which the results and discussion sections are presented, both within the
papers and in this thesis. Large sections of the published papers are to be found within
this thesis, though they have been edited and refined for inclusion within the thesis
format and structure.

1.5 Structure of the thesis
The thesis is structured in two main parts, the theoretical and contextual framework, and
the results and discussion, as shown in Figure 1.2. Chapters 2.0 and 3.0 provide a review
of the literature as it relates to the arts and social well-being, and the state of rural
communities, respectively. Chapter 2.0 provides definitions of the arts and social wellbeing, a background to arts policy in Australia, and a review of the synergies between the
arts, social well-being, and health, as discussed in the relevant literature. An overview of
the state of Australian rural communities is the subject of Chapter 3.0, with an
introduction to the concepts of resilience and social well-being in a rural context, and an
exploration of the role of the arts in rural Australia. Chapter 4.0 takes a closer
examination of the Mid West region to detail how the economic and social consequences
of structural change, described in Chapter 3.0, have impacted on the case-study region.
The theoretical and contextual framework is concluded with the research methods in
Chapter 5.0, which provides detail on the research framework, design, and data collection
methods and analysis.

The second half of the thesis contains the results and discussion sections. Chapter 6.0 is
concerned with the social well-being of the rural Mid West region of Western Australia.
The results of the well-being index, derived from the household survey, are examined in
detail. This is followed by a discussion of the qualitative findings, including the
experience of Aboriginal people. Chapter 7.0 provides insight into the nature and extent
of arts engagement in the rural Mid West region by exploring why arts projects are
instigated and the reasons behind engagement in the arts. Levels of engagement and
barriers to engagement in the arts are also examined in this chapter. The relationships
between the arts and social well-being are examined in Chapter 8.0. This chapter
examines the benefits and outcomes of arts engagement, how the arts are different from
other forms of engagement, and the relationship of the arts to social well-being. Finally,
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Chapter 9.0 is a general discussion, which includes how these results relate to the original
aims of the research, their limitations, and future research directions.

Figure 1.2 Structure of the thesis
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2.0 The arts and social well-being
2.1 Introduction
Understanding the relationships between the arts and social well-being is a complex task.
This is because the terms “the arts” and “social well-being” are both difficult to define. A
definition of the arts has been, and continues to be, subject to much debate. Similarly,
well-being is a nebulous and multidimensional concept. Thus, in understanding the
relationships between these phenomena, this chapter undertakes to define the arts and
their purpose within the context of human society and culture. In particular, it considers
how ways of understanding and governing the arts through policy has impacted on their
role within society. The definition of social well-being, drawing on ideas from diverse
disciplines, is considered along with its relationship to equity and sustainability in rural
Australia.

2.2 The arts in society
In understanding the role of the arts in the well-being of rural communities, and society
generally, it is first important to understand what is meant by the arts. According to the
Australian Bureau of Statistics‟ (ABS) culture and leisure classifications, the arts are
categorised under culture and leisure alongside heritage, sport and physical recreation,
and other culture and leisure (Edwards, 2001). The arts are further subdivided into
literature and print media, performing arts (including music performance, drama, dance,
music theatre and opera), music composition and publishing, visual arts and crafts, and
design (including architecture, advertising and graphic design, broadcasting, electronic
media and film). The Australia Council for the Arts, in their national survey on arts
participation, defined the arts as theatre, dance, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
(Indigenous) music and dance, opera, classical, jazz, pop, or rock music, visual art,
circus, street arts, painting, crafts, and literature (Australia Council, 2010). At a state
level, the Western Australian Department of Culture and the Arts suggests more broadly
that the arts can be considered to be any activity involving creative expression through
sound, movement, colour, symbols, texture, and words (Department of Culture and the
Arts, 2003). The arts, for the purpose of this research, have been defined as the product of

31

creative expression and include, but are not limited to: the visual arts, design, and craft;
the performing arts, such as music, dance, and theatre; film, photography, and digital
media; and the literary arts, such as creative writing.

An outcome of arts practice generally entails the public communication of a tangible
product, which is expressive, rather than literal, is defined as “art” by its context, and
experienced for enjoyment, whether this is for aesthetic pleasure or for fun (Alexander,
2003). While the production and consumption of the arts are longstanding activities of the
human species (Throsby, 1994), the function of the arts is not static. They are a
reflection, product, and source of the environments in which they were created and of the
circumstances of the creators; that is, the artists themselves (Kirchberg, 2008). Thus, the
arts are considered to be an important aspect of a society‟s culture (Hawkes, 2001) and
are viewed by anthropologists and sociologists as a repository of cultural meaning and
experience (Wolff, 1981; Hauser, 1982).
Dissanayake (1988, p. 106) describes the arts as the „fundamental general behavioural
tendency to “make special” and respond to “specialness”‟, meaning the act of turning the
ordinary into the extraordinary. Thus, traditional arguments on the role of the arts in
society have focused on aesthetics, beauty, and pleasure (Dissanayake, 1988; Bunting,
2007). The arts are considered to enrich the experience of life and are regarded as
civilising (Potts, 2007) to the point where it has been claimed that „science, mathematics
and technology have flourished only where and when all the arts have flourished‟ (Sacco
and Segre, 2009, p. 289). The arts are considered to be „in essence exploring, shaping,
testing and challenging reality and images, thoughts and definitions of reality‟ (Dieleman,
2008, p. 110). Yet they also provide entertainment and relaxation, escape or solace, and
are uplifting and nourishing (Bunting, 2007). Regarded as a safe place for the exploration
of different issues, the arts are thought to sustain our connection to the world in which we
live and this contributes to our senses of place, belonging, and identity (Bunting, 2007;
Cherbo, 2007).

Sociologists view the arts as a social product because they are the result of social
interactions and contexts, such as social infrastructure and institutions that support the
production of art (Wolff, 1981; Firth, 1992). The arts are not produced in isolation, and
are dependent on the availability of materials and resources throughout all stages of
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production, and the demand by consumers. The social infrastructure, institutions, and the
environment are also important for the development of artists and the standardisation of
the conventions and techniques of their discipline (Becker, 1974). Furthermore, as values
and judgements are socially constructed and socially enabled, there are extra-aesthetic
elements to the aesthetic judgement of the arts. The arts are a product of specific
historical, social, and cultural contexts and are imbued with the values, ideas, and
conditions of the society in which they were produced. For example, in asking, Why are
there no great women artists?, Nochlin (1971, p. 354) argues that „art is not a free,
autonomous activity of a superendowed individual‟ and is influenced by the social
environment that supports its development and production. Social institutions influence
who is considered an artist, how they become an artist and practice their art, and how this
is made available to the public (Nochlin, 1971; Wolff, 1981). In modern, democratic
societies, governments are particularly important social institutions that shape the nature
of the arts and artistic practice through cultural policy. Thus, cultural policy determines
not just the funding of artistic activity, but also influences the economic and social
environments of artists and the institutions and infrastructure that supports them (Caust,
2003; Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005).

2.3 The arts and arts policy in Australia
What are known and recognised as Australian Indigenous arts today in the form of music,
dance, painting and culture were, before European settlement, fully integrated into the
fabric of society and considered essential to its rituals. As such, the importance of art was
taken for granted through a constant process of production, so that there was no
distinction between craft and art, and there were no professional artists (Rickard, 1996).
Following European settlement, the landscapes of the pastoral, agricultural, and mining
industries in rural and remote Australia were seen as unique and in stark contrast to the
largely European-style cities and towns, where the majority of the population actually
lived (Jones and Birdsall-Jones, 2008). Thus, the central experience of European
settlement in Australia involved the “taming” of the new environment and the idealisation
of the pioneers, bushman, and others who confronted it (Hirst, 1992). These images were
perpetuated by a group of writers associated with the Bulletin magazine, among them
A.B. “Banjo” Paterson and Henry Lawson, and by the Heidelberg school of painters,
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including Frederick McCubbin, in the late 1880s (Callaway, 2000; Lawrence, 2003). The
anticipation of the formation of a new nation from independent colonies further spurred a
search for a national Australian identity and served to idealise the bush as a place of
freedom, national values, and pride (Scates, 1997; Lawrence, 2003).

Most of these painters and writers were from urban areas in either Sydney or Melbourne,
and they were not only responsible for fostering a myth of the bush, but also for the
contrasting image of city life (Callaway, 2000). For both Henry Lawson and Banjo
Paterson, growing disillusion with city living resulting from high unemployment and an
economic downturn in the 1890s, and other social and political issues, was ascrubed to
their use and popularisation of rural themes and imagery in their writings (Rickard, 1996;
Scates, 1997). According to some, “outback” mythology, rural imagery, and the ethics
and values of rural people remain pivotal in Australia‟s nation building, shared sense of
identity, and cultural identity2 (Haslam McKenzie, 2000; Gill, 2005). This is evident in
the predominance of rural representation in popular media, such as Australian film and
television (Kaino, 2000), which is reinforced by tourism promotion (Beeton, 2004), and
the export demand for Australian art (Rickard, 1996; Pearn, 2007). This is despite
Australia being one of the most highly urbanised nations in the world (Nalson, 1977)
with only 36 per cent of the population living outside the metropolitan areas of the capital
cities (ABS, 2010c). Similarly, Indigenous art is also highly valued in the international
arts market for its uniqueness (Pearn, 2007) and thus represents what could be considered
stereotypically Australian, yet Indigenous people account for less than three per cent of
the total population (ABS, 2008a).

Understanding the role of the arts within Australian society can be gleaned from
government policy towards culture and the arts, since this represents both official
constructs and the perceived value of national and cultural identity (McLeay, 1997).
While there have been few great patrons of the arts, unlike in the USA, the newly
federated Australian Government started a literary fund in 1908, with a visual arts board
established in 1912. The performing arts did not receive any funding until the 1950s
(Forbes, 1993). The prevailing rationale maintained that Australia did not have the capital
or resources to support the arts sector without government assistance (Caust, 2003). The
2

These traditional notions of Australian national identity are diminishing, somewhat, as a result of
increased national identification with suburban living and multiculturalism. For example, see (Nicoll, 2001)
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resurgence of nationalism following the second world war coincided with growth in
federal government support for the arts and the formation of the Australia Council for the
Arts as a statutory body in 1973 (Forbes, 1993). The Australia Council for the Arts was
formed with the vision of acting as an enabling body for the arts (Caust, 2003), thus
funding was provided at arm‟s length from government with the decision-making
processes devolved from the Minister to the artists‟ peers (Forbes, 1993).

The notion of associating culture and the arts with the growth of a national culture and
the development of its people still existed in 1994 when the Labor Government‟s
Creative Nation cultural policy identified culture and the arts as „a key building block of
national culture and individual citizenship‟ (Craik, 2007, p. 14). While the policy aimed
to position multicultural diversity within national identity as a recognition of a shared
sense of diversity, it also emphasised the role of culture in wealth creation and economic
success (McLeay, 1997). The subsequent Coalition Government with its policy, „For
Art‟s Sake‟, continued with a similar rhetoric espousing the economic potential of
Australian cultural production (McLeay, 1997). However, the Coalition Government
invested more effort in the collection of statistics, commissioning reviews, and building
business cases for the justification of government funding based on thorough research.
This approach has ultimately resulted in more direct support from government for the arts
(Craik, 2007). Thus, there was a shift in the way the arts were supported by the
Australian Government. During the early years of the Australia Council, in the 1970s, the
focus was on artistic excellence and the support of “high arts”. In the 1980s, the emphasis
was on the promotion of access and equity, such as community arts and community
cultural development (CCD). By the 1990s, a neoliberal policy agenda across the whole
of government encouraged arts activity to become commercial, exportable, and costefficient (Caust, 2003). Thus, there has been an emphasis on increasing the financial
independence of the arts away from a reliance on government funding and instead
building support from the private sector through sponsorship, philanthropy, and audience
development (Caust, 2003; Craik, 2007).

The shift towards neoliberalism coincided with what Rifkin (2000) argues is a long-term
shift towards the commodification of play. The importance of secondary industries during
the industrial age, described in more detail in Section 3.3, is giving way to an age of
access, dominated by cultural production and the marketing of cultural resources. As a
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commodity, the arts are part of a nation‟s cultural capital, and therefore have public good
characteristics, while also possessing characteristics of financial assets, due to the
increase in their value over time (Throsby, 1994). Yet, unlike some “public good” policy
domains, such as health, education, housing, and security, it is difficult to justify the arts
and culture as being essential in instrumental terms (Craik, 2005). The arts have been
described as addictive, in the sense that consumption increases with exposure (Throsby,
1994). However, with specific reference to the performing arts, it is both highly time
intensive and easily substituted. Furthermore, arts consumption is viewed traditionally as
a luxury item, with higher consumption associated with both high income and education
(Throsby, 1994). So while the arts sector is subject to market failure, there are concerns
over the role of government support and subsidy of the arts. It has, therefore, been
necessary to attempt to quantify the value of the arts in economic terms and, more
recently, their contribution towards the well-being of society.

The arts make a significant contribution to the economy yet, due to the limited
availability of statistics and other definitional difficulties, calculating their contribution to
GDP can be misleading (Throsby, 1994). There are similar limitations in building a case
for the arts using economic impact research. Several commentators suggest that economic
impact tools are being inappropriately used and some economists have expressed concern
over the technological and practical limitations of the methodologies used to support
these techniques (Madden, 2001). For example, there is little evidence to suggest that
government support of the arts spurs economic growth, but rather that consumers spend
money on the arts instead of other leisure or recreational activities (Sterngold, 2004).
There are also several difficulties with the analysis of economic statistics when assessing
the impact of the arts sector. This is partially due to an underestimation of employment in
cultural industries and occupations in census based data (Throsby, 1994). According to
the ABS, participation in the cultural economy is overwhelmingly informal, part-time, or
transient (Gibson et al., 2002). Patterns of supply and demand alone do not ultimately
determine creative pursuits. Other factors, such as the extent to which cultural expertise
can develop through government support and taxation incentives, constrain rates of
participation. Furthermore, as employment or income from arts activity is often
unreliable, participation in the arts is dependent upon the provision of stable, flexible and
part-time work by other industries to enable artists to earn alternative sources of income,
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yet still remain available to participate in their chosen art form when the opportunity
arises.

Further criticism on the use of economic impact justifications for the public support of
the arts relates to the implications for the arts sector itself. In particular, an overreliance
on the economic, as opposed to the socio-cultural value of the arts, fails to account for
health, education, social connectivity (Reeves, 2002), and other intrinsic benefits of the
arts (McCarthy et al., 2004). Conventional economic impact studies are thought to have a
narrow focus and are not designed to assess how culture and the arts enhance a
community‟s social amenities and quality of life, nor how these social benefits contribute
to a region‟s long-term economic growth and vitality (Sterngold, 2004). Well-being
research demonstrated that, while Western society is more materially prosperous than in
the past, many of its members feel excluded, powerless, and unhappy (Hawkes, 2001).
Thus what is good for the economy is not necessarily good for society. Specifically, it is
suggested that throughout the history of human civilisation, culture has always preceded
commerce, as culture builds the social trust and connectivity required for a healthy
economy (Rifkin, 2000).

So far, the discussion has focussed on traditional art forms, such the visual and
performing arts, also referred to as “Big A” or “high arts” (Costantoura, 2000).
Historically, arts policy concentrated on the established art forms which ignored, or
downplayed, the benefits of access and participation in amateur arts, community arts, or
other creative practice. The terms “community arts” and CCD are sometimes used to
distinguish the use of the arts in a community development setting as opposed to “high
arts” or individual arts practice (Krempl, 2002). Community arts are thought to „provide a
medium through which community members engage in the joint identification and
production of images, symbols and other resources which index their visions and
aspirations for their community‟ (Sonn et al., 2002, p. 12). Yet, prioritising artistic
excellence or access, and distinguishing between the arts as profession or recreation, can
be largely ambiguous and sometimes highly contested. In general, creativity and culture
play a crucial role in the social sphere, that is, beyond aesthetic and economic benefits
(Jeannotte, 2003), to the point where ensuring access to cultural resources and experience
have become just as important as securing tenure of property (Rifkin, 2000).
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The arts are both a product of creativity and a tangible expression of culture. Yet,
regardless of the intention, benefits, and other attributes bestowed upon the purpose of
the arts, ultimately individuals engage in the arts because they enjoy it and because it
gives them pleasure (McCarthy et al., 2004). The arts are as important for individuals as
they are for communities, because they express how locals relate to their region and how
others perceive it. This is because the arts enable reflections on, and re-creations of
identity and enable understanding, respect, and interest through the ability of the arts to
communicate culture to others (Eversole, 2005). To ensure the sustainability of the arts
sector, government policy needs to support a change in the environment in which the arts
sector operates. Specifically, there are calls for thorough research and for the
dissemination of the cultural, social, and economic benefits that place the arts sector in
the broader framework of the creative industries and cultural sector (Hunt and Shaw,
2008).

Recent policy debate about the arts, and their subsequent role and value to both rural
communities, and society generally, have been hampered by limitations in available data
and the relative absence of a developed body of rigorous and independent research on the
impact of the arts, particularly in specific regional contexts (McCarthy et al., 2004). A
government inquiry into the impact of the arts in regional WA concluded that there was a
tendency for governments to underestimate the importance of the arts, which was
reflected and exacerbated by the lack of empirical data at a regional level (Government of
Western Australia, 2004). There is, however, increasing interest in the potential
contribution of culture and creativity to regional economic development (Gibson and
Klocker, 2005), despite limited empirical research in this field (McCarthy et al., 2004).
Cultural policy in Australia was largely the domain of federal and state governments,
with little reference or consultation being afforded to regional areas (Gibson et al., 2010).
Local governments, however, have recently taken on more responsibility for the
implementation of cultural initiatives, out of an understanding that they are strategically
placed to respond more efficiently and effectively to local needs (Gibson and Klocker,
2005). As such there is a need for data on the extent of arts engagement and on its
relationship to the social needs of rural people at not just local, but other spatial scales
(Marceau and Davidson, 2004).
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2.4 Understanding “social well-being”
The concept of well-being encapsulates some of the “social needs” mentioned in the
previous section. Well-being is a broad term that refers to being well, contented, and
satisfied with life (Trewin, 2002). The term social well-being refers more specifically to
the relationship of individuals to those around them, including their geographical
community, which is reflected through identity, cohesion, and belonging, and the positive
aspects of social capital (Jermyn, 2001; McQueen-Thomson and Ziguras, 2002; Mills and
Brown, 2004). The concept of well-being has its roots in development studies,
particularly in the understanding and measurement of poverty. Notions of poverty shifted
from nutritional and other basic need requirements in the early 20th century, to income
levels in the 1960s and national standards of living in the 1970s (Maxwell, 1999). From
the 1980s, poverty was understood to encompass restricted access to education,
employment, and health care, as well as other social factors and freedoms, with the
concept of well-being representing the absence of poverty (Maxwell, 1999). Thus, the
concept of well-being provided a basis for tracking a nation‟s progress beyond purely
economic measures. The term is also utilised in other disciplines, such as psychology, to
denote positive aspects of individual functioning, known as subjective well-being, and in
population health, through discourse on the social determinants of health and whole of
life approaches to the maintenance of good health, as a way of preventing the population
from ill-health.
The United Nations‟ Human Development Report argues that „people are the real wealth
of a nation‟ (UNDP, 1990, p. 9) with development encompassing more than the level of
national incomes. For the UNDP, „it is about creating an environment in which people
can develop their full potential and lead productive, creative lives in accord with their
needs and interests‟ (UNDP, 2005, n.p.). It has been argued that life satisfaction is
necessary for the sustainability of democracies and that happy citizens make more time
for volunteering because social integration is facilitated by well-being (Tov and Diener,
2009). Well-being, in this context, is often referred to interchangeably with quality of
life, happiness, and life satisfaction, and has gained more attention with an increased
focus on sustainable development. Here, the emphasis is placed on understanding the
interconnected nature of economic, social, and environmental processes and outcomes.
This holistic understanding of the well-being of nations reflects the inter-related nature of
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the so-called triple bottom line (Wiseman et al., 2005) and is borne out of increasing
curiosity over how and why some communities adapt better to change than others, while
recognising that increased economic prosperity is not necessarily accompanied by
increases in well-being (ABS, 2002).

There is considerable overlap in the understanding of social well-being and the
sustainability of rural communities, with notions of social capital, community capacity,
and sense of community all reflecting elements of well-being (Black et al., 2000; Falk
and Kilpatrick, 2000; Cuthill, 2003). For example, sustainability can be determined
through the growth or decline of stocks and flows of capital be these natural, human,
social, institutional, or produced (Cocklin and Alston, 2003). Social capital, specifically,
is thought to be a key component in understanding well-being (Mohan and Mohan,
2002), and well-being is defined as „a state of healthy development‟ (Wiseman et al.,
2005, p. 6). Social capital may be regarded as both a resource and an outcome
(Woodhouse, 2006) which requires opportunities for social interaction in order to develop
(Falk and Kilpatrick, 2000). It is defined in terms of trust, networks and norms (Putnam,
1995) and is produced through those networks and interactions resulting in a resilient
community with shared ownership over resources (Onyx and Bullen, 2000). However,
social capital can also strengthen social division, which can ultimately impact adversely
on the economic prosperity of a region. This is because strong bonding social capital
excludes individuals who are not privy to those networks, and thus can stifle economic
growth through the maintenance of those bonds (Mohan and Mohan, 2002; Cuthill,
2003). Despite this social capital is arguably embedded in social structure along with
social behaviour generally (Flora, 1998).

A distinction has been made between capital and capacity (Cocklin and Alston, 2003),
such that levels of community strength, community capacity, and social capital will
determine adaptability to social and economic change (Trewin, 2005). A more
comprehensive treatment of the understanding of the notion of “community” is dealt with
in Section 3.2. However, community capacity can be thought of as the interaction of
human capital, meaning the capacity of individuals, organisational resources, and social
capital, and is characterised by sense of community, commitment to community, ability
to solve problems, and access to resources (Chaskin et al., 2001). Sense of community
incorporates feelings, interactions and social bonding and is significantly related to
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subjective well-being, and particularly happiness (Davidson and Cotter, 1991). While
these terms stimulate much debate over the conceptualisation and theorisation of the
social aspects of sustainable development, many of them, such as social capital in
particular, are highly abstract, intangible, and difficult to define (Flora, 1998; Mohan and
Mohan, 2002). Thus, there are limits to the establishment of causality, due to a lack of
appropriate indicators that could potentially be manipulated externally to enhance
positive social capital (Black et al., 2000).

Well-being is of great importance in the health of populations. This is acknowledged by
the World Health Organisation (WHO)‟s definition of health, adopted and unchanged
since 1948, as „a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity‟ (WHO, 2003, n.p.). With this definition, there is
understandably an increasing focus on the social determinants of health to create and
maintain supportive environments that encourage good health and enhance quality of life.
There is, however, some way to go if the social dimensions of health are to be given
greater prominence. For example, $2.6 billion was allocated to the WA Department of
Health in 2003-2004 (Government of Western Australia, 2003a). The majority of this
health budget was spent on diagnosis and treatment (82%), eight per cent on continuing
care, leaving 10 per cent for prevention and promotion, or public health (Epidemiology
Branch, 2004). Yet, many health promotion programs result in savings for the health
system that are greater than the cost of these programs (Fries et al., 1993). This is
because early intervention, which prevents people from getting sick, significantly reduces
the burden of disease in the community. For example, it is estimated that the reduction in
smoking prevalence in WA between 1970 and 2004 resulted in savings of approximately
AUD$1.23 billion in direct hospital costs (Epidemiology Branch, 2004).

The growing emphasis on the social determinants of health recognises the impact of
psychosocial and environmental factors on both individual and community health
(Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). This is especially relevant
for mental health, which the WA Department of Health recognises as the third leading
cause of disease burden in Western Australia (Epidemiology Branch, 2004). Mental
health is defined by the World Health Organisation as „a state of well-being in which
every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of
life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his
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community‟ (WHO, 2007, n.p.). People who are mentally healthy are happier and
generally enjoy better health, better relationships, and are more likely to live longer
(MHWA, 2010). However, maintaining good mental health is complex, and is generally
linked with individuals pursuing meaningful personal goals and sustaining satisfying
relationships (Epidemiology Branch, 2004).

Determinants of population health can be understood in terms of risk and protective
factors (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). Risk factors
increase the likelihood of ill health, whereas protective factors build resilience to
adversity, in spite of the presence of known risk factors (Commonwealth Department of
Health and Aged Care, 2000, p. 13). The literature surrounding the social determinants of
health acknowledges the importance of the social environment in determining health
outcomes for communities and the population at large, and this is supported by a strong
body of research within the health promotion and population health fields (Wilkinson and
Marmot, 2003). Similarly, interest in the psychological sense of well-being grew out of a
recognition that the field of psychology tended to focus attention on factors that make
individuals unhappy or dysfunctional, rather than studying those that contribute towards
positive functioning and happiness (Ryff, 1989). Also referred to as subjective wellbeing, the psychological sense of well-being is thought to influence health outcomes,
being closely related to an understanding of good mental health. Subjective well-being
and psychological sense of well-being are characterised by self-rated domain and life
satisfaction, positive and negative affect, and personality (Diener, 2009) and include selfacceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in
life, and personal growth (Ryff, 1989).

There is a concern that standard objective measures of health and the economy overlook
important qualities that are essential to the structure and functioning of rural (and urban)
communities. As such, well-being research has begun to incorporate more subjective and
intangible variables, such as social networks, cohesion and belonging, and sense of place
and community identity. This implies the need for holistic, integrated, and inter-sectoral
approaches to understanding well-being in health and development (Commonwealth
Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000; Keleher and Armstrong, 2005). Until
recently, well-being research was often overlooked in rural community research in favour
of economic variables, which are seemingly more urgent as they relate directly, and more
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explicitly, to the success and survival of individual enterprise (Black et al., 2000). While
social well-being is also nebulous, intangible, and often ill-defined, it is thought to be
strengthened and supported through social interaction and community engagement
(Keleher and Armstrong, 2005). For rural health, the focus traditionally has been on
disease and illness prevention and the promotion of factors that have a direct positive
influence on physical health, but not necessarily mental health (Humphreys and
Wakerman, 2009). There is also increasing recognition of the impact of the social
environment on positive health and well-being outcomes. Furthermore, rural
development policy within the last 20 years has tended to focus on facilitating
community capacity for self-management, which, according to the ABS, „is maximised
when local leadership is strong and creative, where strong community networks exist, and
when local business is entrepreneurial and able to attract investment‟ (Trewin, 2005, p.
8). Thus, social and cultural institutions have an important role in the maintenance of
social well-being through building community capacity, and fostering creativity and
innovation.

2.5 The arts, social well-being and health
As discussed earlier, the arts are a social product which act as a repository of cultural
meaning and experience (Wolff, 1981; Hauser, 1982). The arts convey meaning and
emotion and, in doing so, enable discourse in understanding belonging, identity, and
sense of place (Kong, 1995; Bunting, 2007; Cherbo, 2007). The arts provide interest,
amusement, satire, challenge, and vision (Macnaughton et al., 2005), and the performing
arts, including festivals, concerts, and regional touring shows, are viewed as a way of
bringing community members together for socialising and networking opportunities, and
entertainment (Gibson, 2002; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007; Curtis, 2010). Therefore, it is
thought that the arts can act as a vehicle for building and maintaining individual and
social well-being.

The most rigorous research into the benefits and impacts of the arts focuses on individual
health and well-being in a clinical and therapeutic setting (Staricoff, 2004; Macnaughton
et al., 2005). This research is generally borne out of a medical model of health and wellbeing and frequently involves the use and expansion of the art therapy model. The area of
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art therapy is arguably the most well known and researched area on the effects of arts
participation for people with disabilities and illness. As well as providing a means for
self-expression, art and the use of the imagination can help to promote communication,
increase self-esteem and well-being, alleviate stress and anxiety experienced when a
person is coming to terms with illness, and assist in the management of pain and the side
effects of treatment (Staricoff, 2004; Argyle and Bolton, 2005).
The growing field of “art in health” in the UK expands beyond the therapeutic and
clinical setting to include community health, as shown in Figure 2.1. The “art in health”
field can be defined as comprising all activities that aim to use arts-based approaches to
improve individual and community health, health promotion, healthcare, or seek to
enhance the healthcare environment through visual art and performances (Macnaughton
et al., 2005; White, 2009). This model is supported by extensive research conducted on
the use of the arts in the design of health care facilities in the creation of the “healing
environment”, which has been shown to play a critical role in the speed of recovery
(Hamilton et al., 2002; Eames, 2003). To improve communication and understanding
between patients and health professionals across social and ethnic groups, the arts have
also been utilised in training and professional development (Staricoff, 2004).

The most interesting component of the arts in health movement throughout the UK is its
expansion beyond the hospital setting to community health approaches. More recent
research is focusing on the role of the arts in community settings and its impacts at a
societal level and, in particular, on the role of the arts as a means for increasing civic and
social participation (see Section 3.2). Primarily, however, the arts have been used in this
sense within communities to address mental health issues and the social inclusion of
marginalised communities, such as the elderly and other disadvantaged groups (Argyle
and Bolton, 2005; Sixsmith and Kagan, 2005). One exception is a Swedish longitudinal
population study, which concluded that attendance at certain kinds of cultural events may
have a beneficial effect on longevity. Analysis of the data revealed that attending the
cinema, concerts, or visits to museums and art exhibitions influences mortality in a
positive direction (Konlaan et al., 2000). When the eight control variables of age, sex,
educational level, income, disease prevalence, social networks, smoking, and physical
exercise were accounted for, the results showed that people who attend cultural events
most often seem to live longer than those who attend rarely (Bygren et al., 1996).
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Figure 2.1 Map of the art for health field (Source: HDA, 2001 cited in Angus, 2002,
p. 42)

While there has been an increasing focus on the arts and health, there has also long been
an appreciation among community artists, artsworkers, and volunteers of the social
impacts and benefits of engaging in the arts. These benefits extend beyond individuals
considered disadvantaged or “at-risk”, to the overall health and well-being of societies
and communities, particularly as they struggle to deal with economic, social, and
environmental challenges (Hawkes, 2001; Adams and Goldbard, 2002; Sonn et al., 2002;
Boon and Plastow, 2004; Mills and Brown, 2004). According to Macnaughton and
colleagues (2005), there is no doubt that, in general, the arts are good for the health of
society, but the arts are also seen as essential to human flourishing, or, more specifically,
to the complete sense of physical, social, and mental well-being. The arts can be
considered a means for both social and civic participation. People come together to create
art, rehearse, or take part in performances both as a profession, but also for recreation
(Anwar, 2005). Furthermore, public art, festivals, and other public celebrations can
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contribute towards a collective sense of identity and place (Brennan-Horley et al., 2007;
Malone, 2007) and are therefore relevant to the sustainability of rural communities with
respect to revitalisation, empowerment, and well-being.

A review of the literature on the benefits of the arts for individuals and communities
reveals a substantial amount of interest in the field. However, this research is not without
criticism and there has been some resistance to these moves from the broader arts sector.
Points of resistance include the potential for increased competition for already limited
public funding, as well as the expectation that all arts activity will have to justify its
existence through the achievement of non-arts related outcomes (Angus, 2002;
Macnaughton et al., 2005). One of the major issues in research on the arts is the problem
of definition. Not only are “the arts” notoriously difficult to define, so too is the nature of
peoples‟ participation therein. This is largely because of the diversity, not only in the art
forms themselves, but in those activities considered engaging or participating in arts
practice. Many authors have identified several key areas of contention, in particular, a
lack of robust data and evidence, difficulty in the quantification of impacts, including
identifying outcomes and developing indicators with few attempts being made to
standardise procedures. The diversity of approaches and subject matter make comparison
impossible and there is criticism over the methodological rigour and the misuse of
economic impact assessment tools (Jermyn, 2001; Reeves, 2002; McQueen-Thomson et
al., 2004; Clift et al., 2009). Other factors subject to scrutiny are the methods of data
collection, including the choice of the sample and the purpose, intention, and bias of the
researchers themselves (Anwar, 2005). These have largely gone unrecognised, or at least
“unscrutinised”, in the literature.

2.6 Conclusion
This chapter sought to define, clarify, and contextualise key concepts concerning the arts
and social well-being, as used in this research. The arts are a social product and both
reflect on, and are influenced by the culture of society, and the governance and funding
structures in which they are created. The concept of well-being has its roots in
understandings of poverty and the term is used in multiple disciplinary contexts to denote
the positive aspects of the functioning of individuals and societies. While the medical and
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therapeutic benefits of the arts are well established, there is a growing body of research
which provides at least anecdotal evidence of the social impacts and benefits of engaging
in the arts for both individuals and communities as a whole. Some of these benefits
include the creation or strengthening of a collective sense of identity and place, and the
use of the arts as a context for increasing social interaction and encouraging civic
engagement. However, criticisms of the claims for these benefits include difficulties with
defining the arts and the clarification of concepts and outcome measures. Concern has
also been expressed over the methodological rigour of previous studies, and the
implications that this kind of research has for funding and policies directed towards the
arts. The following chapter therefore provides a discussion, more specifically, on the
well-being of Australian rural communities, including notions of community, global
influences and regional restructuring, the dynamics of change within rural Australia, and
the role of the arts within this context.
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3.0 The well-being of Australian rural communities
3.1 Introduction
Rural images and landscapes of the “outback” have traditionally represented, and in
many ways continue to represent, aspects of Australian identity. In reality, however, only
one third of the Australian population live outside of the metropolitan area of the state
and territory capital cities and the majority of these live in regional city centres and
towns. The results of regional economic and policy restructuring since the early 1980s
have been higher exposure to market forces and other influences on a national and
international scale (Trewin, 2005), with variable impacts on the diverse communities of
“outback” Australia. This chapter examines notions of the “rural community”, followed
by a discussion of the impact of global structural change and regional restructuring on the
economic and social lives of those living in Australian rural communities. The diversity
and unique characteristics of rural Australia are also considered, followed by a discussion
of the role of the arts within this context.

3.2 Notions and dynamics of “rural community”
The term community has long been used in both lay and academic discourses (Liepins,
2000a). Yet, there is a tendency to neglect complex notions of community, and there is
little agreement over the multitude of its definitions, and a characteristic failure to define
what is meant by community (Wild, 1981; Liepins, 2000b; Shaver and Tudball, 2002).
Community can be defined geographically or in terms of a particular function, common
interest, shared residency or occupation, and shared sense of belonging (Wild, 1981;
Davidson and Cotter, 1991). Bell and Newby (1971) propose that community became
pivotal in defining well-being and the ideals of a good life, with community representing
locality, systems of social relations, senses of belonging, and the relationships between
them. Weber (1947 as cited in Wild, 1981) suggests that belonging is the essence of
community, and that belonging arises from the solidarity formed when communities need
to compete for economic, political, and social interests. Similarly, Deans (2003, p. 94)
proposes that „communities help shape our identities and provide a context for our
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actions‟. It is a social phenomenon and a mental construct incorporating people,
meanings, practices, and spaces or structures (Liepins, 2000b). Thus, community enables
the provision of a common voice for a group of people while acting as a site for the
connection and contestation of identity, space, and place (Liepins, 2000b; Del Casino Jr,
2009).
A tradition of “community studies” arose in the late 1920s and early 1930s as a
methodological approach within sociology and anthropology. Utilising ethnography,
community studies explained traditional, as well as emotional, relationships developed
through common experience with an emphasis on a sense of belonging as well as social
division (Wild, 1981). In Australia, community studies emerged within social
anthropology with the pioneer publication of Mallee Town in 1954 by Oeser and Emery
(Wild, 1981; Shaver and Tudball, 2002). This was followed by Wild‟s Bradstow in 1974
and Dempsey‟s Smalltown in 1990, among others (Wild, 1974; Dempsey, 1990).
Typically, Australian studies have provided an ethnographic analysis of class, status, and
power relationships within a given rural community (Bryant and Pini, 2009). Community
was thought to arise from the solidarity necessary for monopolising competition for
economic, political, and social interests (Wild, 1981). Thus, these early studies viewed
community as discrete, relatively stable, and homogenous (Liepins, 2000a). The main
criticisms of early Australian community studies were that they were static, noncumulative, and idiosyncratic and contributed little to each other (Wild, 1981) while
neglecting to consider the influence of “structural forces”, such as the globalisation of
agriculture or the emergence of neoliberalism. More recent community studies are
influenced by post-structuralism, with notions of community considered as being fluid
and inherently complex (Liepins, 2000a).

The impacts of globalisation have reinforced this notion that communities are not closed
systems (Zander et al., 2010). It is considered inadequate to research rural social relations
purely from a local perspective as the “embeddedness” of social relations is thought to
have been destabilised by globalisation (Gille and Riain, 2002). However, notions of
community are still important for many rural residents, as community provides both a
focus for social cohesion and group identity, as well as a site of division and conflict
(Jess and Massey, 1995), which are important in understanding the social sustainability of
small communities (Smailes, 2002). Community is, therefore, both fluid and negotiated
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and is „constructed and maintained through a wide set of meanings, practices and spaces‟
(Liepins, 2000a, p. 325). While many residents feel a sense of belonging to a broader
region, state, or nation, Smailes (2002) found that loyalty to local rural communities
amongst residents remained strong. Thus, in Smailes‟ research, local identities had not
been lost despite the potential threat of globalisation and increased challenges to rural
community identity.

Deans (2003) outlines the factors that can unify communities including, among others,
geo-demographic and socio-economic similarities, shared experience or history, culture,
beliefs, and attitudes. Individual well-being is associated with attachment to and
satisfaction with community (Theodori, 2001). Sense of community is a personal quality
that implies shared emotional connection and strong attachment between individuals and
their community, and is significantly related to happiness as a facet of subjective wellbeing (Davidson and Cotter, 1991). The term well-being, as detailed in Section 2.4, is
often used interchangeably with quality of life and encompasses notions of life
satisfaction and happiness (Eckersley, 2005). Because quality of life outcomes are
associated with positive intra- and inter-community ties, it is thought that community has
a key role in rural sustainability (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Wiseman et al., 2005).
Thus, the fostering of these positive aspects of community should be a primary function
of policy (Ayres and Hampshire, 2003),

The capacity of a community to adapt in the face of challenges to sustainability is
sometimes described as resilience (Scott et al., 2010). The term resilience is used in a
variety of disciplines, most notably ecology, to denote capacity to cope and recover from
disruption or stress (Hudson, 2010). In the health and psychology literature, resilience
refers to protective factors against adverse outcomes, despite the presence of known risk
factors (Wolff, 1995; Mitchell, 2010). While the term is somewhat contested for its
appropriateness in the development and sustainability literature (Bristow, 2010;
Christopherson et al., 2010), the concept of resilience at a community level is complex
and linked to sense of belonging, networks and connectedness, identity, and place
(Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). For rural communities, in
addition to strong leadership and a robust local economy, these protective factors include
having sufficient resources, hope for the future, connection with the community
(including sense of well-being), support networks, sense of control, good physical health,
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and feelings of safety (Wainer and Chesters, 2000). Thus, the community is a key context
in which resilience is fostered and maintained.

Much of the literature also focuses on community participation or engagement as a key
ingredient in rural resilience (Leeuwis, 2000; Ellis and Biggs, 2001). Community
participation is a way of creating shared experiences and discovering commonalities,
which can foster collective action for local solutions. Thus, Wiseman and colleagues
(2005) suggest that engagement at a community level is key to the sustainability and
revitalisation of small, rural, and remote communities. Bush and Baum (2001) suggest
that there are two types of engagement, social and civic, which can both be seen to
contribute towards community resilience. Civic engagement is a predictor of
empowerment or “sense of community control” and refers to political or communityaction-based participation. Civic engagement can occur on an individual basis or through
group participation, such as charity groups or community-action committees, which
combine both civic and social elements (Bush and Baum, 2001). Social engagement
contributes towards health status and refers to informal participation in the social and
cultural life of a community. This includes personal activities such as visiting friends,
family, or neighbours, and organised social activities, such as going to the theatre, and
participating in sport, hobbies, or other groups. Further outcomes of participation include
personal and professional development, and employment, which builds individual
capacity and community solidarity through promoting cohesion, identity, and sense of
place (Coalter, 2001).

Participation can also increase social capital through the development of relationships,
networks, and collective norms (Torjman, 2004). Fostering social capital is often thought
of as a way of overcoming social and economic divisions (Black and Hughes, 2001), and
is central to the maintenance of mental health in rural communities (Commonwealth
Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). Furthermore, the presence of social capital
can help communities respond to change and challenges associated with rural
restructuring (Cocklin and Alston, 2003). Yet, these changes have also been held
responsible for eroding social capital (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged
Care, 2000).
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It has been suggested that there are six dimensions to social capital. These are: groups
and networks, trust and solidarity, collective action and cooperation, information and
communication, social cohesion and inclusion, and empowerment and political action
(Grootaert et al., 2004). A distinction is also made between bridging and bonding social
capital (Black and Hughes, 2001). According to Putnam (2000), bridging social capital
refers to inclusive relationships. It helps to broaden social networks and information
sources, yet it has weak social ties. Bonding social capital provides emotional support
and solidarity, and is an exclusive form of relationship (Tov and Diener, 2009). While
bridging social capital is more fragile than bonding social capital, bonding social capital
can increase hostility, mistrust, and prejudice towards outsiders (Black and Hughes,
2001; Tonts, 2005). For example, sport can create a strong sense of identity, which limits
the potential for bridging capital between neighbouring towns or regions due to strong
place attachment, and within communities resulting from racial or class affiliations
(Tonts, 2005). Intense local bonds can undermine efforts to establish cooperative
ventures in both sport and other spheres of rural life (Atherley 2003).

While it is easy to conceive of people and communities at the whim of governing
institutions and global capital, it is important to recognise the extent to which individuals
influence society through their votes, investment, and consumption. Thus, the power of
markets may be harnessed to serve the interests of people, and not institutions (Sampford,
2010). Estes (2010) suggests that development will only succeed if there is a commitment
to build the capacity of people to provide for their own needs. Some rural communities,
instigated by local shire councils and business community leadership, have independently
begun to explore and implement rural survival and revival strategies that include the use
of local people and resources to solve local problems (Black et al., 2000; Tonts, 2000).
Communities that “buck the trend” of small town decline are often characterised by a
strong sense of community, a holistic approach, and community members who are
determined and passionate about sustaining their community (Cocklin and Alston, 2003;
Wiseman et al., 2005; ABS, 2007a).
Attributing the ability of communities to “stave off” decline to local initiative and drive
has spurred a policy response that focuses on developing and building capacity to
mobilise local skills and resources (Tonts, 2000). In other words, there is a growing focus
on empowering residents to take responsibility for their own economic and social well52

being (Herbert-Cheshire, 2000), consistent with neoliberal values of self-reliance. Thus,
state and federal governments have sought policies that encourage local initiatives to
strengthen social capital and enhance sense of community through community planning
and development (Cheshire and Lawrence, 2005). The importance of local government as
a facilitator in this participation process is seen as increasingly important in achieving
community well-being (Cuthill, 2003). Enabling local government to take responsibility
for community well-being, beyond their traditional role of basic infrastructure and service
provision, is in itself a challenge when coupled with the decline in the number of local
governments and without the provision of additional resources (Tonts and Jones, 1997;
Daly, 2000). Furthermore, building community capacity requires a delicate balance of
respect for existing social and cultural dynamics and addressing local needs, while
reflecting universal values (Shaver and Tudball, 2002).

3.3 Global structural change and regional restructuring
As detailed in the preceding section, communities are dynamic, diverse, and largely fluid,
such that they are complex and shaped by a range of internal and external forces. One of
the most dramatic changes for much of the developed world has been the influence of
major economic, social, and political structural change. Structural change has reshaped
and, to an extent, redefined traditional notions of community, which in turn affects
various elements of social well-being. This is not to suggest that communities are the
passive recipients of these forces, but to recognise that deeper economic, social, and
political processes do impact on places, and do so in geographically nuanced ways. These
broader structural shifts are generally seen as being linked to a combination of forces,
including globalisation and neoliberalism (Fagan and Webber, 1994). Most notably, since
the late 1970s, there have been dramatic shifts in investment across and within countries
which involved rapid movement of money and other resources (O'Connor, 2001). The
subsequent flows of resources, information, and people across borders have resulted in a
change in the traditional role and function of the nation-state (Tsolidis, 2010). Nationstates have deregulated and privatised traditional state functions in the quest for economic
competitiveness (Sampford, 2010). Yet, structural change experienced as a result of
globalisation is not a recent phenomenon. Baldwin and Martin (1999) suggest there were
two waves of globalisation, similar in their reduction of international trade barriers, but
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different in terms of the initial conditions preceding globalisation, the nature of change,
and their subsequent impact on the world economy.

Baldwin and Martin (1999) argue that the first wave of globalisation started around the
mid 19th century with trade linked to the industrial revolution (see Guillen, 2001). The
world proceeding this time was largely agrarian and poor. The second wave emerged in
the 1970s with a shift of much industrial activity to the developing world, and a process
of deindustrialisation in the core developed countries (Fouberg et al., 2009). In response,
developed nations began to adopt policy reforms aimed at improving competitiveness.
This included the removal of trade restrictions, the reduction of price supports in
industries, such as agriculture, and the privatisation of inefficient state-owned enterprises
(Dunning and Webster, 1990). Globalisation processes, more recently, highlighted the
interdependence of local ecologies, economies, and societies. Yet, globalisation has been
criticised for sharpening development disparities, social dislocation, and measured
inequity (Shanahan and Wilson, 2007). This is despite substantial overall increases in
income and quality of life for many countries since the 1970s (Estes, 2010). Thus, while
the world is more connected than ever before, there is arguably greater cultural
fragmentation and inequity due to greater disparities and the spatially uneven
distributions of power and resources, which are eroding social cohesion within and
between nations (Wiseman, 1998; Møller, 2009).

An Australian Government report in 1977 entitled Structural change in Australia, stated
that the Australian economy had experienced less structural change than most OECD
countries up until that time (Commonwealth of Australia, 1977). During the post second
world war period, the Australian economy experienced a golden age, or a “long boom”.
However, Australia‟s GDP per capita grew more slowly relative to other high income
countries (Anderson et al., 2007), which was attributed at the time to its dependence on
natural resource expansion and its population increase (Commonwealth of Australia,
1977). During this time, industries such as agriculture and manufacturing operated under
heavy state regulation, subsidisation, and protection (Gray and Lawrence, 2001). In this
way, state and federal governments not only supported the development of industry,
namely agriculture and manufacturing, they also felt obligated to provide minimum
quality of life standards for the social well-being of families and rural communities,
generally (Tonts and Jones, 1997). Regional towns were planned and supported by state
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and federal governments through the provision of transport and communications, and
other public goods, services, and infrastructure such as health, education, housing, and
law enforcement (Tonts and Jones, 1997; Gray and Lawrence, 2001). Known as the
“welfare state”, this broad policy response aimed to support economic growth in
underdeveloped areas, and to counter the failings of capitalism (Tonts and Jones, 1997;
Alston, 2002).
The end of the long boom was attributed to the 1973 OPEC oil price “crisis” and a severe
economic downturn in 1981/1982 with increasing levels of unemployment and social
disadvantage emerging as a result (Fagan and Webber, 1994). As with most of the world,
the manufacturing industries suffered and agricultural markets declined due to oversupply
(Fagan and Webber, 1994). Although it has been argued that Australia was particularly
vulnerable to these changes due to a small capital base and a high dependency on
commodity exports (Wiseman, 1998; Gruen and Sayegh, 2005). In response to these
shifts, Australian federal and state governments, like those in many other developed
nations, turned to a neoliberal political ideology to improve their global competitiveness.
Neoliberalism operates on the assumption that economic and social progress relies on
market individualism, because government constraints and regulation distort the market
and support welfare dependency by the people (Cheshire and Lawrence, 2005). For
example, despite an abundance of mineral resources and a strong agricultural base,
Australian federal and state governments subsidised the manufacturing industries during
most of the post-war period. Yet, the country had a weak comparative advantage in these
industries as a result of high labour costs and a small market base (Anderson et al., 2007).
The economic outcome was an unviable manufacturing industry. Neoliberalism contends
that market forces encourage and enable innovation, efficiency, and growth, which will
ultimately ensure the socio-economic well-being of the nation (Tonts, 2004). Since these
reforms commenced in the 1980s, the Australian economy has performed better than
most other high income countries to the point where, despite the global financial crisis of
2008 and 2009, Australia, unlike most advanced economies, avoided a technical
recession (Cooper, 2010).

In terms of the parallel social dynamics, the adoption of neoliberal policies and economic
rationalism saw a shift in ideology in many developed nations from social democratic
ideals to an “ownership” society (Quiggan, 2005; Del Casino Jr, 2009). This resulted in
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the dismantling of social programs and protections in favour of individual rights and
freedoms, which shifted responsibility from the state to individuals. Devolving the
responsibility of governments can be viewed as empowering individuals to manage their
own welfare (Del Casino Jr, 2009). However, these policies arguably transferred power
from governments to those with greater market knowledge and wealth (Sampford, 2010).
As such, structural change influenced the distribution of wealth, access to public services,
and therefore, the standard of living of the population.

It has been argued that globalisation, regional restructuring from a neoliberal policy
agenda, and rapid technology development have produced major inequities and spatially
uneven development across Australia (Tonts and Jones, 1997; Alston, 2002). Being more
susceptible to global forces means that small changes on a global scale can have large
local impacts in economic, social, and environmental terms. Ultimately, this has direct
and indirect influences on the functioning and viability of communities in ways that are
difficult to predict (Leichenko et al., 2010). For example, mechanisation and further
advances in transportation and other technologies transformed Australia‟s traditional
regionally-based industries of mining and agriculture from labour-intensive to capitalintensive activities (Commonwealth of Australia, 1977). These changes impacted the
workforce, but also the conditions under which work was undertaken, and the social
structures created and supported by that workforce. The reduction in labour-intensive
employment, specifically, contributes to depopulation, as fewer workers are needed.
Furthermore, efficiencies and speed in transport and communications contribute to
centralisation. Thus, in Australia, the greater competition in regions with relatively low
population density has led to some towns thriving, as they take on the role of service and
administrative centres for the surrounding region, while others which cannot compete
with their neighbours decline (Tonts and Atherley, 2005; Argent et al., 2008).

In the agricultural sector, the profitability of the family farm has declined as a result of
lower real commodity prices and increased input costs of labour, operation and
maintenance of machinery, fertilisers, and pesticides (Tonts and Jones, 1997). While the
volume of output from the agricultural sector has been increasing since the 1950s, it has
been steadily declining in its contribution to GDP. However, economic restructuring has
also seen the expansion of other industries, such as tourism and mining, which have
contributed to growth in some areas of rural Australia. For example, mining expanded
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rapidly in Australia during the 1960s with the expansion of open cut coal in Queensland
and iron ore mining in WA (Commonwealth of Australia, 1977). Rapidly growing global
demand for minerals, energy, and metals translates to higher long term average export
prices for Australia‟s resource industries, provided productive capacity continues to
expand (Garnaut, 2010). Nonetheless, the rapidly expanding mining industry is heavily
dependent upon market demand, technological development, and most importantly, the
provision of resource bodies. Thus, the mining industry is considered highly ephemeral
and volatile in market terms (Maude and Hugo, 1992; Lambert, 2001). The agricultural
industry was more likely to rely on family labour, with seasonal labour requirements
(Tonts and Black, 2002; Hanson and Bell, 2007). Manufacturing, the service industries,
and tourism were also rapidly expanding and considered important growth industries in
inland and remote Australia, however, industry success is geographically variable
(Garnaut et al., 2001).

Underpinning many of these economic and social dynamics of rural Australia is the
environment in which these communities are situated. While spatially uneven
development is far from unique on a global scale, in Australia it has been suggested that
difficulties arising from regional restructuring are compounded not just by low
population densities, but also by the harsh climatic conditions of inland Australia
(Herbert-Cheshire, 2000). Agriculture, fisheries, pastoralism, and to an extent tourism,
are dependent upon the natural environment. Australia has ecologically fragile natural
systems due to the age and isolation of the continent, which has resulted in an abundance
of endemic species in small pockets across the Australian land mass (Raven and Yeates,
2007). Accordingly, the pastoralism, mining, and fisheries industries have largely been
touted as exploitative and unsustainable (Pickup and Stafford Smith, 1993; Aslin and
Byron, 2003; Jenkins, 2004) and current farming and agricultural techniques based on
European practice are also considered largely unsustainable and high risk (Stafford
Smith, 2005). In Australia, the entire ecology of the continent has been dominated by the
natural variability of the climate, and thus, exacerbated by human-induced environmental
change, and by seasonal variations that are difficult to predict. Therefore, adding to the
uncertainty caused by global economic forces are vulnerabilities associated with drought,
flooding, salinity, and general environmental degradation (Best et al., 2000; HerbertCheshire, 2000), regardless of any increased risk and uncertainty from current concerns
over the potential effects from climate change (Leichenko et al., 2010).
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Despite the obvious impacts of environmental change on the economic viability of
primary industry, the environment can also have a significant impact on the physical and
mental health of the people who live there. Mental health issues can arise for people in
rural communities because of exposure to environmental hazards such as drought, flood,
and fire, as well as other factors, known as the social determinants of health, including
meaningful employment, educational opportunities, access to services and facilities, and
cultural and social dynamics within communities (Commonwealth Department of Health
and Aged Care, 2000; Wainer and Chesters, 2000; Fraser et al., 2002; Sharma and Rees,
2007). While an understanding of the factors influencing health and well-being is dealt
with in more detail in Section 2.4, it is important to note that, while maintaining good
mental health is a complex task (Epidemiology Branch, 2004), understanding well-being
within rural Australia is more complex. This is because well-being is a multi-dimensional
concept and rural Australia is far from homogenous because global structural change and
regional restructuring have produced spatially uneven demographic, social, and economic
outcomes across rural and remote Australia.

3.4 Demographic and economic change in rural and remote Australia
While there can be no doubt that economic rationalism resulting from a neoliberal policy
framework has been severely detrimental to some rural communities (Holmes, 2002),
there can be a danger in overplaying the precarious and vulnerable nature of rural
communities. For example, literature on regional restructuring in Australia often stresses
the downturn in the agricultural sector and subsequent depopulation and decimation of
the family farm (Alston, 1996). This is then used to question the overall sustainability of
rural areas. At the same time, there has been a tendency to overlook rural areas that are
supported by other primary industries, such as mining, fisheries, and service sector
industries, such as tourism. For example, larger agricultural centres have managed to
stave off disadvantage by diversifying into the service industry, tourism, or attracting
population migration through other means, such as lifestyle opportunities (Baum et al.,
2005d). It is also apparent that the rangelands, home to many Aboriginal and other
remote communities, have had less apparent negative effects from regional restructuring
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because of a prior lack of services as a result of their remoteness (Holmes, 2002), coupled
with the emergence of tourism and mining industries in these regions.

Traditional images of rural Australia are fairly homogenous and portray largely
agricultural communities as cohesive, conservative, and independent (Fraser et al., 2002).
However, “the rural” is very diverse and notions of rurality are contextual and
multidimensional (Lockie, 2000). While the term rural can be used to contrast with
anything urban, it is also a zoning term used in land-use definition, for example rural,
residential, industrial, or commercial. For the purposes of this research, the term is used,
in general, to refer to remote and primary production areas of Australia, including
agricultural, pastoral, mining, and Indigenous-owned land and the people, businesses, and
communities that depend on, and support them (see Holmes, 2002). Communities across
regional, rural, and remote regions differ considerably in their cultural and social
dynamics, collective attitudes, and aspirations (Flora, 1998). For example, it has been
argued that the nature of the livelihoods of remote settlements have contributed to unique
socio-cultural and service aspirations that are incomprehensible to populations in more
densely settled areas (Stafford Smith et al., 2008). Thus, rural communities are not
homogenous, and the quality of community life, beyond favourable economic
circumstances, is dependent on the combined efforts of individuals and various
institutions representing rural and remote issues (McManus and Albrecht, 2000).

Despite the importance of primary industry to the national economy, as well as rural
Australia to national identity, Australia is one of the most urbanised, yet sparsely
populated countries in the world (Nalson, 1977; Davison, 2006). In 2009, 64 per cent of
Australians lived in the capital cities of the states and territories, with the majority of the
remaining 36 per cent residing in urban areas of regional city centres and towns (ABS,
2010c). Figure 3.1 shows the population density of Australia with higher densities
surrounding the capital cities and along the coast, with very sparse populations within the
inland regions. The determinants of population density are not static, but include
environmental resources and industry structure. In rural and remote areas, density is also
important in shaping patterns of service provision and social interaction (Argent et al.,
2005). This is particularly important in shaping social institutions, social capital
formation, and social well-being. Yet, research often focuses on the impact of increasing
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and high densities on the population, environment, and resources, with little consideration
of the effects of low or decreasing population density (Argent et al., 2005).

Figure 3.1 Population density of Australia, June 2009 (Source: ABS, 2010c)

Shifts in population in rural areas are attributable, to an extent, to the changing dynamics
of different industries. For example, as a result of industrialisation in the late 19th century,
and continuing into the 20th century, there was a global trend for the movement of people
away from rural areas to urban centres of production and manufacturing. However, ruralurban migration since the 1970s in parts of the developed world, has become
substantially more complex (Johnson, 2006a). Particularly in Australia, where the history
of settlement has been shaped by what Blainey (1966) termed the tyranny of distance.
Australia‟s population is traditionally highly mobile, with ephemeral characteristics of
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employment in mining, agriculture, and other rural industries shaping patterns of
population migration and creating a “disregard for distance” among the populations who
lived and worked there (Rickard, 1996). As already noted, economic rationalisation has
intensified competition between towns competing as the preferred location for the
centralisation of services and infrastructure (Tonts, 2004). Yet, while greater
opportunities and access to services and facilities encourages population migration to
cities and major urban centres, advancements in communication and transport have
provided more flexibility and choice (Johnson, 2006a), thereby enabling rural areas to
become more diverse (Ilbery, 1998). Figure 3.2 shows the rate of population change by
the ABS Statistical Local Area (SLA) across Australia for the period 2008 to 2009.
Population decline during this period was mostly concentrated in inland rural areas in the
north-east, south-east, and the traditional wheatbelt region of WA. Regions associated
with mining activity show variable change dependent on the resource availability,
investment, and global markets. Population growth was also prominent in inner city,
outer suburban, and urban infill areas, as well as along the coast (ABS, 2010c).

Population size and patterns of population change are amongst several specific attributes
with rural amenity, location, and major industries, that can be used to characterise nonmetropolitan cities, towns, and centres in terms of their relative advantage or
disadvantage (Baum et al., 2005d; Baum et al., 2005c). In many small agricultural
communities, economic rationalism and a neoliberal policy agenda has typically resulted
in communities being characteristically disadvantaged by population stagnation, low
incomes, and unemployment. The centralisation of government services has often
resulted in the withdrawal of services and the agencies and employees that support them.
Fewer agencies means fewer services, less employment, and subsequent outmigration as
people seek better access to employment, education, health, and other services (Alston,
2002; Cheshire and Lawrence, 2005). As already mentioned, deteriorating terms of trade
and higher input costs in agriculture resulted in farm amalgamation, enlargement, and the
reduction in non-family labour on farms, which further undermines the economies of
many small inland rural towns and can threaten social institutions, infrastructure, and
networks (Taylor, 1990; Haslam McKenzie, 2000; Tonts, 2000). Partners of farmers
supplement farming incomes with off-farm work and, therefore, have less time for
community, voluntary, or civic based activities within the community (Collingridge,
1991). Similarly, the average age of the rural population in traditional agricultural areas is
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increasing, and thus, the demographics of towns are changing as young people move
away to seek better opportunities and have no reason to return (Gray and Lawrence,
2001).

Figure 3.2 SLA Population change, Australia, 2008-2009 (Source: ABS, 2010c)

The centralisation of a range of services, facilities, and infrastructure in larger centres
attracts further economic and social activity. These larger regional centres are
characterised by “population growth advantage”. As such, they are dependent on
economic and social support from the populations and industries in the surrounding
hinterland (Baum et al., 2005d) and on the degree to which financial and human capital is
attracted and retained within the centre (Stafford Smith et al., 2008). These centres are
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sometimes referred to as “sponge cities” because they attract activity out of the wider
region in a process of spatial competition (Argent et al., 2005). “Sponge cities” have the
potential to fuel growth through the attraction of population, capital, and business
investment (Gray and Lawrence, 2001). However, the outcome for many smaller nearby
communities is economic and social contraction. These trends of the “population growth
advantage” are not confined to larger regional centres. Some small non-metropolitan
communities are experiencing population growth as part of the urban-rural interface, as a
“sea-change”, or “lifestyle” region for their ability to attract professionals and
employment in new economy industries (Baum et al., 2005c).
The “sea-change” phenomenon describes a lifestyle shift and an often literal move to the
coast (Gurran and Blakely, 2007), with the term “tree-change” coined to describe a
similar move to high amenity non-coastal areas (Townsend et al., 2002). Also known as
counter-urbanisation, this entails the migration of people from large urban or
metropolitan centres to smaller settlements and rural areas (Gurran and Blakely, 2007).
While service-centres or sponge cities may attract sea and tree changers because of the
services and facilities they are able to provide (Gray and Lawrence, 2001), people are
often attracted to smaller communities because of their reduced cost of living and rural
amenity. Improvements in transport have seen the decline of many remote and small rural
centres as they are made redundant by the ability of the population to travel greater
distances in a shorter amount of time (ABS, 2007a). However, these same developments,
along with advancements in communications, have been responsible for the growth in
“sea-change” and “tree-change” regions, particularly within commuting distance of major
metropolitan centres (Townsend et al., 2002). The potential disadvantage of these
communities arises from their perceived cheaper living costs which are attractive to
young families and retirees. The region may then become characterised by low incomes,
high welfare dependence, and high unemployment (Baum et al., 2005d).
The “sea change” phenomenon reflects the residential preferences of some Australians
for locating on, or near the coast (Gurran and Blakely, 2007). However, reasons for living
and working in the more remote inland and desert regions include a cultural connection to
place, especially among Indigenous people, and place-based livelihood opportunities,
such as tourism, mining, pastoralism, and service activities (Stafford Smith et al., 2008).
These individuals and communities depend on the natural, cultural, and physical
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resources available in these locations. Yet, while cultural amenity can be relatively stable,
the remaining resources on which these livelihoods depend, including social capital
among highly mobile and sometimes extremely divisive remote populations, are
temporary, variable, and unpredictable (Stafford Smith et al., 2008). This poses
challenges for ensuring social well-being among remote populations. The maintenance of
their social and professional networks is further hindered by limitations in
communications and transport infrastructure, and in consistent ongoing access to service
providers, health care, education, and meaningful employment. While remote
communities based on mining, tourism, pastoralism, and Indigenous settlements have
some characteristics in common with respect to location, as outlined above, the dynamics
within these communities depend on the predominant industry and, therefore, on the
human and financial capital attracted to the community.

Mining communities, with several exceptions, tend to be located in more remote, desert,
and inland regions of Australia. Where historical mining activity has led to the creation of
an established urban centre, these communities are often characterised by a strong sense
of civic pride, even though the population may still be fairly transient (Rickard, 1996).
Communities based on mining activity are considered “income-advantaged” as they are
characterised by high incomes and a highly mobile or transient workforce (Baum et al.,
2005c). They are often ephemeral, because they are located close to the resource they are
mining, and can be very remote and isolated from existing townships. The workforce
may operate on a fly-in, fly-out (FIFO) basis, which reduces the demand for local
regional infrastructure and results in wage and salary income leakage away from the
region of employment (Houghton, 1993; Storey, 2001). Furthermore, long alternating
shifts coupled with a workforce accommodated on-site, as opposed to within the
neighbouring townships, can result in minimal commitment to the surrounding region and
a willingness to trade off social, community, and recreation engagement for high
financial returns (Stafford Smith et al., 2008; Haslam McKenzie, 2011).

Remote communities based on tourism are similar to those reliant on mining insofar as
they are characterised by a transient workforce with limited attachment to place. Service
expectations of both the workforce and the tourists are high, but can be offset by the
appeal of the remoteness and isolation (Stafford Smith et al., 2008). These communities
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are typically characterised by a concentrated settlement and high dependence on the
maintenance of both cultural value and the natural environment.

Pastoral communities, in contrast, have a very strong commitment to place (Holmes,
2002). They are largely dispersed, very remote, and isolated which leads to a strong
dependence on networks with surrounding pastoral lease holders (Stafford Smith et al.,
2008). While the pastoral industry led Australia‟s economic development between 1820
and 1850 (ABS, 2010a), in 1996, the industry accounted for only 0.2 per cent of GDP,
with tourism and mining contributing 0.4 and 2.6 per cent respectively (Holmes, 2002).
While grazing remains the most widespread activity, pastoralism has intermittent and
seasonal labour needs, and thus, provides limited stable local employment (Rickard,
1996), and its contribution to GDP is relatively small when compared to mining and
tourism (Hughes and Jones, 2010). Pastoralism operates on crown land subject to the
legislative requirements of a pastoral lease. Thus, pastoralists are highly susceptible to
policy change and must manage the land in accordance with strict legal requirements
(Wilcox and Burnside, 1994). Transportation costs are high and population densities are
extremely low, creating very limited opportunities for social interaction and very
restricted development of services, facilities, and infrastructure due to the lack of
economies of scale (Argent et al., 2005).

The most marginal pastoral country in the rangelands is being gradually replaced by
conservation, Indigenous occupation, and rangeland tourism (Hunt, 2003). The result is a
change in the nature of the region from commodity-orientated to amenity-orientated, and
subsequent shifts in property rights, ownership, investment sources, and power relations
among remote and geographically dispersed populations (Holmes, 2002). The
formalisation of traditional caring for country practices of Aboriginal people, through the
Indigenous ownership of pastoral leases and Australian Government funding, as opposed
to other development or land uses, has the support of many metropolitan city residents
(Zander et al., 2010) although these forms of land use management are not without their
difficulties (see Young and Ross, 1994; Hunt, 2003). Similarly, the benefits of mining
and tourism to remote communities and landowners are negligible as, according to
Holmes (2002, p. 366), there is a „spatial disconnection of income streams from resource
locale‟. Thus, both industries are reliant on distant sources of capital, equipment, labour,
and management.
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While Indigenous culture has been maintained more strongly in remote Australia
resulting from lower levels of development than in other parts of the country, Aboriginal
settlements exist in extreme economic contexts. Population density is very low creating a
lack of market opportunities for isolated, small, yet highly mobile populations with low
personal savings, low disposal incomes, and minimal human and institutional capital
(Stafford Smith et al., 2008). The Indigenous population is growing faster than the
Australian population as a whole and, unlike many small towns, the population is not
ageing at a rapid rate. In 2006, the Indigenous population had a median age of 21 years,
compared to 37 years for the non-Indigenous population (ABS, 2008c). Coupled with a
life expectancy that is at least 17 years less than non-Indigenous Australians (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008), this produces population by age distribution
patterns akin with developing countries. While Aboriginal communities with no major
mining or tourism industries appear to rely on welfare, this is supplemented by traditional
cultural services, including cultural capital imbedded in traditional land management
practices, the arts, and informal economies. The lack of health services, infrastructure,
and facilities taken for granted by the vast majority of Australians are offset by a stronger
obligation to country, family, culture, and tradition with high mobility producing strong
social networks across large areas, and notions of community able to transverse more
than one settlement (Stafford Smith et al., 2008).

The health of Australia's Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is deplorable when
compared to Australia‟s overall health standards. Indigenous Australians represent 3.6
per cent of the total disease burden, yet they only represent 2.5 per cent of the total
population (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008). Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people are more likely to be exposed to health risk factors as they are more
likely to smoke, have poor diets, experience high levels of obesity, and more likely to
experience disadvantage with respect to education, housing, employment, and
infrastructure (ABS, 2010b). They also experience more poverty, including higher
incarceration rates, poorer infant health, and higher morbidity and mortality rates,
including higher rates of suicide, drug and alcohol-related social problems, and poor
mental health outcomes (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008; ABS, 2010b).
The disadvantage and inequity experienced by Australia‟s Indigenous people is arguably
compounded by the additional disadvantage afforded by residing in rural Australia and
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consequent poorer access to basic necessities, such as clean water, health, education, and
other services. According to the ABS, while 64 per cent of Australians live in the
metropolitan areas of the state and territory capital cities (ABS, 2008e), only 32 per cent
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live in areas that are considered highly
accessible or accessible according to the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia
(ARIA) (ABS, 2008c). More surprisingly, Indigenous Australians represent 24 per cent
of the population in remote regions and 45 per cent of the population classified as very
remote (ABS, 2007b).

While Australian Indigenous people suffer greater disadvantage and inequity compared to
their non-Indigenous counterparts, global economic uncertainty compounds the inequities
among regional Australians with respect to standards of health, socioeconomic status,
infrastructure, employment, and education (Townsend et al., 2002; Pincott, 2004; Baum
et al., 2005a; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2008). Rural Australians, in
general, have less access to health care, education, employment, housing, and
infrastructure (Humphreys, 1999). They experience higher mortality rates, lower life
expectancy, higher hospitalisation rates from diabetes and coronary heart disease, among
others, higher rates for injury mortality from road transport, homicide and suicide, and
higher rates of smoking and alcohol consumption (Black et al., 2000; Townsend et al.,
2002; Department of Local Government and Regional Development, 2007).
Discrepancies in health and well-being are compounded by limited social support
networks, education and economic opportunities, and limited access to health care
services (WHO, 2001). Furthermore, these social factors along with violence, low
socioeconomic status, poverty, and vulnerability to technological change have significant
mental health consequences (Gray and Lawrence, 2001). While poor mental health
outcomes can often go unnoticed, high suicide rates, especially among young males, have
drawn national attention to the well-being and social conditions of non-metropolitan
residents (Fraser et al., 2002). Thus, contradicting the popular belief that living in the
country provides healthier and less stressful living conditions (Dixon and Welch, 2000).

The links between physical health and overall well-being are well known. As detailed in
Section 2.4, the social environment, both through informal social networks and formally
through social and cultural institutions, plays an important role in determining health
outcomes for communities and the population at large (Wilkinson and Marmot, 2003).
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Yet, interest in the impact of restructuring on social and cultural institutions, which are
undermined by population decline, has only recently come to the attention of researchers
and policymakers (Tonts and Atherley, 2005). Much of this research, however, focuses
on well-being and social disruption during periods of economic and social decline (Smith
et al., 2001). The impact of boom periods and growth on well-being, and the complexity
of the changing dynamics of rural communities, often goes unexplored in the literature.
For example, terms such as depopulation and counter-urbanisation are inadequate to
describe patterns of rural dilution, which refers to the decline in the numbers of
“primary” rural population offset by the increasing proportion of residents whose
decision to relocate was not based on employment (Smailes, 2002). With the influx of
new residents with different cultural and lifestyle aspirations, there is increased concern
over maintaining social cohesion and long term social sustainability through community
identity, sense of belonging, high morale, and sense of continuity (Smailes, 2002;
Tsolidis, 2010). Smailes (2002) also found that despite rural dilution in the rural
communities under study, local sense of belonging, sense of duty to support local
business, and participation in formal social institutions remained strong.

While both the location and the economic base of a rural community contribute to its
relative advantage or disadvantage, there are other cultural and social factors that can
override the existing economic potential of a given rural community (ABS, 2002).
Community sustainability, and ultimately quality of life, are influenced by both economic
and social factors (Shaver and Tudball, 2002), as well as by those cultural dimensions,
which provide the basis for the development of community capacity by establishing
common meanings, identity, and sense of belonging (Hawkes, 2001). There is increasing
concern, however, over the vulnerabilities of local cultural heritage and identities in the
wake of the development of the popular culture of mass media and of globalisation,
generally (Langfield, 2010). Interestingly, Gill (2005, p. 39) confirms, that at a national
level, stories of the outback are still used as an attempt to „unify Australians and smooth
over differences‟. As described in Section 2.3, Australian idealisation of the bush, and of
the people who live and work there, was the creation of Australia‟s urban-based painters
and writers expressing their growing disillusion with city life (Rickard, 1996).
Considering what is known about the role of the arts in social well-being and health (see
Section 2.5), the following section attempts to place this literature in the context of

68

change in rural and remote Australia by exploring the potential role of the arts in rural
Australia.

3.5 The potential role of the arts in rural Australia
The general consensus in the developed world is that new approaches are required to
increase social interaction and civic engagement within communities (Camic, 2008) and
that the arts could potentially have a role in the well-being and sustainability of rural
communities in this regard. For example, there have been increasing moves toward the
adoption of arts and cultural development plans by local governments as a way of
empowering local people and engendering pride in community identity by capitalising on
the arts, heritage, and the environment (Creative Communities Network, 2002;
McQueen-Thomson et al., 2004). This is partly based on the premise that the arts can act
„as generators, motivators and retainers of change‟ (Potts, 2007, p. 13).

While there is limited empirical evidence, there are high expectations about what the arts
can achieve through its use „as a social policy tool to revive flagging economies and
address social problems‟ (Mulligan, 2007, p. 23). This includes the suggestion that
engagement in the arts and other cultural activities contributes towards „strengthening
social capital and community building by inspiring, informing, and uniting a community‟
(Ife and Tesoriero, 2006, p. 241), and that the arts „builds identities, creates spaces of
community and belonging, and has the potential to challenge paradigms and empower
agency‟ (Wood et al., 2007, p. 885). For Australia‟s Indigenous people, dancing, music,
and the visual arts were essential for ritual and creative production and were intricately
woven into the social fabric of society (Rickard, 1996). Indigenous and rural themes
continue to provide attractive imagery for Australian artists, reinforced by demand from
the international art market (Rickard, 1996; Pearn, 2007). Thus, within this national
context, the arts have the power to develop and strengthen regional and community
identity, allowing individuals to explore notions of place at a local level.

The established art forms of theatre, dance, music, and the visual arts form part of the
creative industries along with media, design, and architecture (Cunningham, 2007).
Creativity is recognised amongst researchers and governments as being crucial to the
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success of regional and rural economies and a fundamental means through which places
are perceived (Gibson et al., 2002; Government of Western Australia, 2003b). Therefore,
the role of community associations involved in craft, music, and other artistic and
creative practices is receiving more attention in community development, health, and
academic settings due to its potential to bring disparate groups together, build sense of
community, and provide physical and social spaces to share and develop community
identity. For example, in the remote rural community of Ravensthorpe, in the GoldfieldsEsperance region of WA, Mayes (2010, p. 20) found that the creative production of
postcards by community members had „a clear social role in the production of a sense of
community‟ which highlighted creativity in this context as both a social and political
process.

The performing arts, including festivals, concerts, and regional touring shows can provide
ongoing sources of income generation for individuals and small businesses through
tourism. In particular, cultural tourism can provide a source of income generation for
Indigenous people and communities through cultural heritage and appreciation, as can the
high end international arts market (Pearn, 2007). Cultural tourism and festivals can be
thought of as image makers (Quinn, 2005) and are used in long-term place marketing and
as a rural revitalisation strategy (Brennan-Horley et al., 2007). O‟Sullivan and Jackson
(2002) found that festivals provide opportunities for local economic development. Thus,
locally produced and managed artistic products provide additional economic
opportunities while building capacity and strengthening local identity, and thus,
contribute to social well-being (Gibson, 2002; Buultjens and Fuller, 2007; Pearn, 2007).
However, such opportunities sometimes remain unexploited and can be limited when
used solely as a place marketing strategy (O'Sullivan and Jackson, 2002; Quinn, 2005).

The importance of the arts in the process of rural community development, particularly in
geographically dispersed communities, is emphasised by Matarasso (1998 as cited in
Shaw, 2003) because the arts provide a focus for social and community activity, and thus
reduce isolation. The arts engage a diverse cross-section of the community, including
disadvantaged and lower socioeconomic groups. Because of their broad appeal and
flexibility in the context in which engagement can take place, the arts are well placed to
empower residents through the development of a stronger sense of place, increased
individual confidence, and the facilitation of understanding through communication and
70

shared experience (McQueen-Thomson et al., 2004; Ife and Tesoriero, 2006). Similarly,
the Government of WA (2004) suggests that the arts provide an inclusive base from
which communities can develop tolerance and understanding, in turn helping to foster
and strengthen the identity of a region or town. This view is supported by the WA State
Sustainability Strategy, which asserts that the „arts and culture are central to the identity
of a healthy and vibrant society‟ (Government of Western Australia, 2003b, p. 250). The
arts allow the exploration of issues and provide the “creative edge” necessary when
communities are confronted with new and difficult problems (Government of Western
Australia, 2003b). Matarasso (1997) suggests that the arts are unique in this regard
because of their concern with meaning and values, and that they stand out from other
forms of participation in terms of who they engage and the quality of that engagement. It
has also been suggested that the arts, as a product of culture, has survival value
(Dissanayake, 1988). Article one of the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity
states that, „as a source of exchange, innovation and creativity, cultural diversity is as
necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature‟ with article three further stating
that cultural diversity, „is one of the roots of development… a means to achieve a more
satisfactory intellectual, emotional, moral, and spiritual existence‟ (UNESCO, 2001,
n.p.).

The arts can be thought of as a reflection, expression, or product of culture, and the
benefits of culture and recreation with respect to physical health are well documented.
Participation in activities, such as sport, provides social and networking opportunities
which, in turn, support collective action (Torjman, 2004). In addition to the obvious
physical benefits, sport creates a sense of local pride and can form the basis of a tight knit
community. Sport is a central part of rural life and can help to overcome racism and
social exclusion by contributing to social networks that might not otherwise develop
(Tonts, 2005). However, there is a potentially negative aspect to sport as strong bonding
social capital limits bonds with neighbouring towns creating rivalry, violence, and
aggression (Tonts, 2005). Furthermore, non-participation in rural areas can hinder or
prevent the development of social networks across racial lines. This “social sorting”
extends to income and gender and can result in the exclusion of women and Indigenous
people from either participation in the sport, or events associated with the sport (Tonts,
2005). While the arts have traditionally been associated with elitism (Seaman, 2005), it is
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unclear whether this continues to hold true within the context of Australian rural
communities.

At an individual level, the arts have the potential to contribute towards rural resilience by
facilitating the development of social and interpersonal skills, and providing
opportunities for achievement and self-expression (Commonwealth Department of Health
and Aged Care, 2000). In fostering participation, there is a case to be made for
considering engagement in the arts as both a social and civic activity (Bush and Baum,
2001). It is social, because participation in the arts can be in the form of a hobby, for fun
or recreation, informally, in public space, and as a group activity. The arts can be utilised
as a means of engagement in civic activities as well. For example, as a social marketing
tool, an agent of social change, to make a political statement or protest, to raise awareness
or draw attention to an issue, and as a means of engaging the community to work towards
creative and collaborative solutions (Jermyn, 2001; Adams and Goldbard, 2002; Shaw,
2003; Boon and Plastow, 2004; Mills and Brown, 2004; Ruane, 2007; Kagan, 2008).
Thus, the arts engage local people to work towards solutions to local problems and have
the potential to address rural inequities experienced as a result of globalisation (Tonts,
2000; Wiseman et al., 2005).

While artists, artsworkers, and often communities themselves lend support to the benefits
of the arts, it is often not a question of what works, but in getting the support needed to
make it work. This support includes money, resources, and the human capital needed to
drive, coordinate, and continue to facilitate projects. The main barriers to instigating and
sustaining the arts include securing resources to support arts activities, which are
hindered by the disadvantage, inequity, and limited access experienced by many regional
and rural communities (see Section 3.4). Support from funding and governance
authorities for projects is based on evidence, and as decision makers often have less first
hand experience with the arts, as compared with their experience of sport or other
recreational activities, evidence is dependent upon research. There is a tendency,
however, for research in this field to be highly qualitative and based on the analysis of
single communities (Reeves, 2002; International Federation of Arts Councils and
Cultural Agencies, 2004). Rarely is any distinction made between metropolitan and
regional, or urban and rural communities, with much of the literature consisting primarily
of reviews and summations of project evaluations. Very little quantitative research exists
72

and, until recently, findings were rarely published in peer-reviewed journals. Instead, the
organisations themselves supplied the findings. Marceau and Davison (2004) therefore
suggest there is a need for a better mixture of qualitative and quantitative research that is
able to provide a better feel for the geographical differences between places (see also
Guetzkow, 2002). Yet, the absence of detailed research on the contribution of the arts to
social well-being is not restricted to rural areas. Throughout much of the developed world
there have been numerous calls for further research investigating the links between
participation in the arts and the social well-being of all citizens (Guetzkow, 2002;
Reeves, 2002; McCarthy et al., 2004).

It is not surprising that the body of research on the contribution of the arts to the social
well-being of rural communities is limited. There are few available statistics on arts
activity in regional Australia (Government of Western Australia, 2004), particularly in
those areas which have a low population density and are largely considered very remote
(ABS, 2008d). The lack of statistics is attributed to the difficulties in accurately and
reliably measuring the level of arts activity in the regions (Department of Local
Government and Regional Development, 2003). Census data tends to underestimate the
extent of artistic practice (Throsby and Hollister, 2003) and, while databases of major
government funding bodies provide some indication of arts activity in the regions, it is
limited and fails to include individual, commercial, or privately funded arts activity.
Furthermore, the nature of remote and dispersed populations make the support of arts
activity in these locations more difficult, with remote areas not given enough reference in
the development of arts policy (Gibson et al., 2010). Crouch (1992) suggests that cultural
studies have largely been viewed as an urban phenomenon, thus rural studies rarely
examine how culture, rituals, and material objects enable rural residents to make sense of
their everyday lives. Interestingly, urban scholars examine the arts and other cultural
products to understand the experience of urban dwellers as representations of the city in
which they live (Hall et al., 2008). Thus, the rural experience could be gleaned from the
poetry, visual art, and music of rural and remote dwellers in the same way.
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3.6 Conclusion
As a result of global structural change and regional restructuring, the economic and social
dynamics of rural Australia have changed, resulting in uneven spatial outcomes. This has
increased the interest in rural inequity, particularly with respect to health, services,
infrastructure, and social institutions, infrastructure and networks, which are threatened
by deteriorating economies in many small inland rural towns (Taylor, 1990; Haslam
McKenzie, 2000; Tonts, 2000). It is well known that social networks and civic
participation can contribute towards social well-being by strengthening resilience and
building social capital. There is also much interest in the role of the arts and other cultural
and creative activities to foster social well-being. However, data to explore and support
this notion, particularly as it relates to Australian rural communities is limited.
Ultimately, this chapter sought to capture the spatial diversity across rural Australia from
a variety of economic, social, and cultural dynamics. The following chapter presents a
profile of the case study region the Mid West. Specifically, Chapter 4.0 examines the
nature of economic and social change within the dynamic communities of the Mid West
region of WA.
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4.0 Profile of the Mid West of Western Australia (The case
study region)

4.1 Introduction
All human activity both influences, and is a product of, the social and economic context
in which it occurs. Thus, while generalisations are often made about the impact of
globalisation and structural change on rural communities (see Chapters 2.0 and 3.0), the
reality of economic and social change within the case study region is the subject of this
chapter. The case study region was the Mid West (see Figure 1.1), which is one of nine
formalised development regions in WA. The Mid West consists of 18 Local Government
Areas (LGAs) over an area of approximately 466,766 km2, including offshore islands
(MWDC, 2006; MWDC, 2010a). This chapter provides a brief historical overview of the
people and development of industry within the region. The current economy of the region
and its population structure is described, followed by an understanding of how
remoteness, and the resulting concerns of opportunities and access, impact on the wellbeing of residents within the region. For ease of comparison, ABS data by SLA3 for the
region was grouped into four sub-regions: Geraldton, Coastal, Agricultural, and
Mining/Pastoral (see Figure 4.1).

4.2 Historical context
Evidence suggests that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have lived in
Australia between 40,000 and 70,000 years (Ingman and Gyllensten, 2003). When the
British claimed and occupied the western side of Australia, the Aboriginal population
was estimated at 60,000 people (Berndt, 1980 as cited in Toussaint, 1995). Only recently
has the complexity of Indigenous Australian social and cultural systems been fully
appreciated, as has the sustainability of their land use practices (Toussaint, 1995). The
Mid West region itself has been home to many different groups of Aboriginal people for

3

SLAs are defined on the administrative areas of local governments. However, an LGA may contain more
than one SLA if there is a substantial difference in the size, economic significance, and user needs for
statistics to other LGAs in Australia (Pink, 2007).
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thousands of years. Known collectively as Yamiji people, there was, and in many cases
there still remains, a complex social structure, with laws, and customs underpinned by
stories of dreaming spirits (MWDC, 2010a).

The most widely reported early encounter with what is now the Mid West region by
Europeans was made by the Dutch in 1629 when the trading ship Batavia ran aground on
the Abrolhos Islands off the region‟s coast. While 48 of the crew went to seek help, a
mutiny ensued among those remaining, resulting in the murder of 125 people. When the
survivors were rescued, several months later, many of the mutineers were executed, with
two marooned on the mainland at the mouth of what is now known as the Murchison
River (MWDC, 2010a). A more orderly exploration and settlement of the Mid West
region by Europeans did not commence until after the establishment of Perth on the Swan
River in 1829 (Battye, 1924; MWDC, 2010a). Lieutenant George Grey surveyed the
coast to Shark Bay and then trekked south to Perth in 1839 (Battye, 1924). On the
expedition, Lieutenant Grey named many of the coastal and geographical features of the
region, including the Murchison River, after the President of the London Geographic
Society, Roderick Impey Murchison (Curry et al., 1994) and the Chapman River, both in
1839 (Grey, 1841/2010). The discovery and subsequent mining of copper at
Wannernooka in 1842, and lead in 1848 resulted in the establishment of the Geraldine
Mine in 1849 (Battye, 1924; Gibbs, 1997). This led to new settlements at Champion Bay,
now Geraldton, and later Northampton and Mullewa, and drew attention to the pastoral
and agricultural prospects of the region (Battye, 1924; MWDC, 2010a). In the 1850s, the
Lynton Hiring Station, a hiring station for convicts, was established at Port Gregory,
though it closed in 1856 (Gibbs, 2001), and land leases, followed by freehold, enabled the
establishment of a prosperous pastoral settlement (Battye, 1924).
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Figure 4.1 Sub-regions of the Mid West of Western Australia4

4

Image courtesy of the Geological Survey of Western Australia, Department of Mines and Petroleum.
© State of Western Australia 2009
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With the identification of good pastoral country and further search for mineral resources
there was a revival of exploration of the Mid West region in the 1850s. However,
distance and difficulties with transportation had adverse effects on development.
Moreover, the output of lead and copper mines fluctuated considerably in line with prices
and demand (Battye, 1924). As in the Mid West, the lack of women in Western Australia,
generally, was of increasing concern, not just in the increasing numbers of “half-caste
children”, but also allegations of “depredations by natives” on Europeans in retaliation
for the treatment of their wives, women, and girls (Battye, 1924; Toussaint, 1995). The
result was often to increase regulation and control of the movement of Aboriginal people,
including the forcible removal of suspected mixed race children from their mothers and
families, rather than reprimanding or punishing pastoral workers and squatters
(Toussaint, 1995).

The first railway in the region from Geraldton to Northampton was completed in 1879,
further speeding the expansion of lead and copper mining, as well as the expansion of
cropping and grazing into what is now the Shires of Mingenew, Chapman Valley,
Murchison, and Irwin (Glynn, 1969; Jones and Tonts, 1995). As early as 1854, Assistant
Surveyor Robert Austin suggested that the region around Mount Magnet was possibly
one of the richest goldfields in the world (Battye, 1924). However, it was not until gold
discoveries in the late 1880s that settlements at Cue, Mt Magnet, and Yalgoo were
established. While the Sandstone area was considered unsuitable for pastoralism, gold
was discovered near the present townships of Sandstone and Wiluna in the 1890s (Payne
et al., 1998). The Murchison goldfields were proclaimed in 1891 with its first
headquarters at Nannine, later moving to Cue, with the railway expanding from Mullewa
to Geraldton in 1894. In the mid to late 1890s, around 100 mining companies were
operating in the region (Battye, 1924).
To protect against the “boom and bust” nature of the mining industry and the inevitable
decline in revenue from gold, the WA Government supported the expansion of
agriculture (Tonts and Jones, 1997). As already noted in Section 3.4, Australia‟s
economic development, and the subsequent European settlement of the “outback”, was
driven by the pastoral industry between 1820 and 1850 (Blainey, 1966; ABS, 2010a).
However, the low population densities, small labour force, and seasonal employment
associated with pastoralism limited the potential economies of scale required for
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development (Rickard, 1996; Argent et al., 2005). Agriculture, on the other hand, was
more labour-intensive, requiring intensive cultivation of the land. Therefore, the
expansion of agriculture through state government support of railway construction from
the late 1890s, land grants, and other incentives contributed to rural development and inmigration throughout much of southern WA (Glynn, 1969; Tonts and Jones, 1997). This
early support provided the foundations of protectionist policies for agriculture and the
generous subsidisation of rural community infrastructure and services to support and
encourage the growth of the population.

By the 20th century, expansion of settlements and the development of the economy was
further spurred by the expansion of mining, including petroleum and other minerals,
agriculture, and pastoralism, the expansion of the railway network (Glynn, 1969; Tonts
and Jones, 1997; Hennig, 2009), and other local commodities, such as rock lobster, which
expanded considerably after the Second World War (Phillips and Melville-Smith, 2005;
Phillips et al., 2007). Far from a pattern of steady growth, as was typical within those
communities based on agriculture, the non-Aboriginal population of the Mid West‟s
inland areas was subject to numerous periods of growth and decline, largely tied to the
“boom and bust” nature of the mining industry. For example, the Black Range Road
Board, now the Shire of Sandstone, had a population of between 6,000 and 8,000 when it
was established in 1907. By 1919, however, many buildings were dismantled and in the
1930s, only 300 people remained (Payne et al., 1998). Similarly, while sheep stations
were not established in Wiluna until the 1920s, by the mid 1930s, gold mining caused the
population to swell to over 9,000, supporting four hotels and regular railway services to
Perth. By 1953, the population was only 357 following the cessation of mining activity,
and by 1963, only 90 people remained (Mabbutt, 1963; Shire of Wiluna, 2008). The
region now consists of 18 LGAs and includes expanding tourism and service industries
(MWDC, 2010a)

For many of the Aboriginal people of the Mid West, dislocation, disease, and violence
combined to have devastating effects on individual lives and the structure and cohesion
of communities (Toussaint, 1995). While some attempted to resist the “European
invasion”, others provided their knowledge of the land, traded with, and were employed
by the newcomers, although their role in exploration and development often goes
unrecognised (Macintyre, 2004). In the later part of the 19th and early 20th centuries,
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many Aboriginal people were placed in missions or on reserves, including children who
were often forcibly removed from their parents and families. Australian state
governments allocated crown land for use as Aboriginal reserves and encouraged church
missions to provide a refuge for Aboriginal people (Armitage, 1995). In the Mid West
region, reserves were created in Geraldton, Mullewa, Mingenew, Northampton, Cue,
Sandstone, Meekatharra, and Mount Magnet, although these were often without facilities
and other infrastructure (Department of Indigenous Affairs, 2003). Institutions, such as
missions, were a means for the “civilisation” of Aboriginal people, training them for
employment (Toussaint, 1995). Due to the Aboriginal policy at the time, however,
employers were under no obligation to pay Aboriginal people a wage, nor to provide
accommodation or food. When a minimum wage was introduced, these wages were held
by state government for a such a length of time that the money was often returned into
consolidated revenue (McGrath, 1995).

Within WA, the Northern Territory, South Australia, and parts of Queensland, there
remain large tracts of what was considered marginal land, which were not subject to
intensive development. Large parts of the Mid West fall into this general classification.
The marginal economic value of this land to European settlers meant that Aboriginal
people who lived there could continue contact with their traditional lands, maintaining
both their culture and language along with it (Toussaint, 1995). There are five main
Aboriginal language groups recognised within the Mid West today, the Nanda, Nagguji,
Amangu, Wajarri, Badimia, and Western Desert peoples. While much of the traditions
and knowledge of all but the Western Desert people have been lost due to dispossession
and the dominance of Western culture, the identity and spirit of these groups remains
strong (MWDC, 2010a).

4.3 Economy of the region
Today, the Mid West has a diverse economy based on mining and other primary
industries, including agriculture and fishing. It also has growing tourism, manufacturing,
and retail industries (MWDC, 2006). The Mid West contributed 3.0 per cent of WA‟s
Gross State Product (GSP) in 2005/2006, with the third highest Gross Regional Product
(GRP) per capita at $70,754. This was higher than the Perth metropolitan area at $53,908
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(Department of Local Government and Regional Development, 2007). In 2009, the
region was the second largest producer of gold in WA (valued at $896,142,642) and
mining was the highest value industry for the region at over $2,382 million (Department
of Mines and Petroleum, 2009). Agriculture provided a stable mainstay in contrast to the
“boom and bust” nature of the mining industry, with the third highest value of economic
activity in the region (Department of Local Government and Regional Development,
2007), consisting of extensive grain crops and livestock grazing (MWDC, 2006).

There are significant international advantages and opportunities for mariculture along the
central western coast of Australia (Everall, 1998). The area surrounding the Houtman
Abrolhos Islands supports commercial rock lobster fishing, scallop trawling, wetline
fishing, purse seining for sardines, and aquaculture for the cultivation of pearls (Sumner,
2008). The Mid West region also lies within the 1,000 km stretch of WA coast containing
commercial quantities of the western rock lobster. Since the 1890s, the western rock
lobster has been Australia‟s most valuable single-species fishery with the industry firmly
established in the Mid West since the 1950s (Phillips and Melville-Smith, 2005; Phillips
et al., 2007). Rock lobsters were still Australia‟s highest value catch in the early 2000s,
with two-thirds of the total Australian production (405,000 tonnes) in 2003/2004 from
WA. The Mid West had the highest estimated value of $140,174,000 in 2005/2006, from
the WA State total of $292,243,000 (Huddleston, 2009).

Tourism has become a major economic activity for the region in recent decades. The Mid
West Development Commission boasts of the amenability of the coastal, agricultural, and
“outback” features of the region to tourism (MWDC, 2006). While these features perhaps
are not as well developed as they are within other regions of WA, tourism and arts
industries are the focus of Aboriginal economic development within the region for the
potential „positive economic, social, and cultural outcomes for Indigenous people‟
(MWDC, 2006, p. 15).

The importance of resource and primary industries is evident in employment data for the
region. In 2006, agriculture, fisheries and forestry, mining, and retail trade collectively
accounted for 32 per cent of employment within the region (Table 4.1). Yet, Table 4.1
shows that from 1996 to 2006 the proportion of total employment in agriculture and
fisheries declined by 10 per cent in the agricultural sub-region and 7.6 per cent in the
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coastal sub-region. This is consistent with the restructuring observed in these industries
elsewhere (see Section 3.4) and was despite an overall increase in the size of the total
workforce in the coastal sub-region. The service industries employ a higher proportion of
people in retail trade in the Geraldton sub-region, and accommodation and food services
in the coastal sub-region, which includes well established tourist destinations, such as
Kalbarri. The size of the workforce has increased in both of these sub-regions, yet the
agricultural and mining/pastoral sub-regions have witnessed a decrease in the size of the
workforce, reflecting a continuing transformation of these industries from labourintensive to capital-intensive activities, as described in Section 3.3. Almost half of the
people employed in the mining/pastoral sub-region were in the mining industry in 2006,
and the proportion of people employed in mining increased over the period of 1996 to
2006, which highlights the economic dependence of these communities on this industry.

Employment by occupation, shown in Table 4.2, provides an insight into the nature of
work within the industries of the region. The high proportion of managers within the
coastal and agricultural sub-regions can be attributed to the level of agricultural and
fishery activity within these areas5. However, the proportion of these occupations
declined between 1996 and 2006, perhaps because of declining terms of trade in
agriculture, the increase in the size of landholdings and farm mergers, and fishing license
costs and restrictions, as described in Section 3.4 (Huddleston, 2009). While the region
has a lower proportion of professionals, when compared to Australia as a whole, there
were a higher proportion of technicians and trades workers, machinery operators and
drivers, and labourers, particularly in the mining/pastoral sub-region. Within this more
remote sub-region there were a smaller proportion of people engaged in retail trade. This
is because the very low population densities limit opportunities for economies of scale
and reflect the limited services and facilities available within the specialised local
economies, as described in Section 3.4. The higher concentration of clerical,
administrative, and sales workers within the Geraldton sub-region reflects its role as the
service and government administration centre for the region. Both Tables 4.1 and 4.2
should be interpreted with caution, however, as the small size of the workforce in the
sub-regions may produce misleading trends in the data.

5

Farmers and boat owners are classified as managers.
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Over the past decade there has been a gradual reduction in the unemployment rate nationwide, and this is also true of the Mid West region. Yet, despite having the third highest
GRP per capita, the Mid West has the third highest unemployment rate in WA at 4.7 per
cent in June 2006, behind the Kimberley and Peel regions at 5.6 per cent and 5.5 per cent
respectively (Department of Local Government and Regional Development, 2007). While
the unemployment rate has fluctuated considerably since 1996 (MWDC, 2006), the
unemployment rates for individual SLAs (Table 4.3) show the nature of that fluctuation
across the region. The unemployment rates for 1996 and 2006 for the Mid West region
reflect national trends. However, more detailed examination of sub-regions and SLAs
within the Mid West reveals higher unemployment rates in the more densely populated
Geraldton and coastal sub-regions.
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Table 4.1 Proportion (%) of employment by industry and sub-region of the Mid West, 1996-2006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)
Industry
Agriculture, forestry & fishing
Mining
Retail trade
Accommodation & food services
Public administration & safety
Education & training
Health care & social assistance
Arts & recreation services
Other
Total number

Geraldton
1996
2006
6.7
4.5
2.4
4.1
12.3
13.2
6.2
5.9
5.7
6.8
8.2
9.2
8.6
10.4
0.6
0.7
49.2
45.3
12,188 13,899

Coastal
1996
2006
29.0
21.4
2.6
5.8
7.5
9.0
9.8
10.2
4.7
4.7
5.5
6.1
5.8
7.3
0.4
1.0
34.9
34.4
2,234 2,882

Agricultural
1996
2006
46.7
36.4
9.2
9.6
4.2
5.4
3.1
3.3
5.3
6.2
7.6
9.7
3.6
4.9
0.0
0.0
20.5
24.6
3,617 3,152

Mining/Pastoral
1996
2006
7.2
6.4
44.3
46.1
2.4
2.4
5.3
3.8
3.0
6.1
3.6
4.9
3.2
3.1
0.1
0.0
30.9
27.3
4,021
3,092

Total Mid West
Total Australia
1996
2006
1996
2006
15.6
11.3
4.2
3.1
11.2
10.7
1.1
1.2
8.7
10.2
10.2
11.3
5.9
5.8
6.2
6.3
5.0
6.3
6.1
6.7
7.0
8.3
7.3
7.7
6.5
8.3
9.4
10.5
0.4
0.5
1.4
1.4
39.7
38.7
54.0
51.8
22,060 23,025 7,636,319 9,104,184

Table 4.2 Proportion (%) of employment by occupation and sub-region of the Mid West, 1996-2006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)
Occupation
Managers
Professionals
Technicians and trades workers
Community and personal service workers
Clerical and administrative workers
Sales workers
Machinery operators and drivers
Labourers
Inadequately described/Not stated
Total number

Geraldton
1996
2006
13.0
10.9
13.3
14.9
19.2
18.1
7.6
9.7
13.8
13.0
9.7
10.4
8.6
8.8
11.5
12.2
3.2
1.9
12,188 13,899

Coastal
1996
2006
28.8
23.0
9.4
10.4
15.1
16.9
6.5
8.2
9.6
9.5
5.3
6.3
7.4
8.0
14.5
16.0
3.3
1.6
2,236 2,882

Agricultural
1996
2006
40.3
35.0
8.9
9.9
12.6
13.1
4.4
5.4
6.1
7.7
2.6
3.6
9.8
11.7
12.8
12.4
2.5
1.3
3,622 3,154
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Mining/Pastoral
1996
2006
10.6
11.0
12.2
13.0
22.2
23.8
3.1
4.5
5.4
5.9
1.7
1.0
25.0
26.4
14.4
12.8
5.5
1.6
4,032
3,095

Total Mid West
Total Australia
1996
2006
1996
2006
18.6
15.7
13.6
13.2
12.0
13.4
17.4
19.8
18.3
18.0
15.2
14.4
6.1
8.2
7.6
8.8
10.6
10.9
15.9
15.0
6.7
7.7
9.4
9.8
11.7
11.5
8.0
6.6
12.6
12.8
10.2
10.5
3.5
1.7
2.6
1.8
22,078 23,030 7,636,319 9,104,184

While

both

the

agricultural

and

mining/pastoral

sub-regions

show

similar

unemployment trends overall, those for individual SLAs within the mining/pastoral subregion are much more variable. This highlights the diversity of the communities of the
Mid West supporting the notion that rural communities are not homogenous (McManus
and Albrecht, 2000). However, as with the previous tables, these statistics should be
interpreted with caution as, with small populations, small changes in employment
figures may exaggerate trends. While national and global economic trends have some
impact, the actions of individuals and local enterprise are likely to have dramatic effects
on these statistics. These statistics may also reflect patterns of welfare migration to
access public housing and other services (Hugo and Bell, 1998). Furthermore, the
diverse economic base of the Geraldton and Coastal sub-regions is in contrast with the
specialised economies of the remote regions. The population of these remote areas is
typically highly transient with a tendency for employment in primary and tourism
industries to be largely seasonal. Thus, unemployment may result in outmigration to
larger towns and regional centres, thereby inflating the unemployment figures of the
Geraldton and Coastal sub-regions (Maude and Hugo, 1992; Alston, 2004).

The unemployment rate for Indigenous people nationally was 16 per cent, according to
the 2006 census. However, it is important to note that the ABS does not include
participation in the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) program as
unemployment. The CDEP program is equivalent in pay to unemployment benefits,
however, it provides additional payments for participation in work and training
activities organised by local Indigenous community organisations (Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, 2005). Despite their exclusion from
the national unemployment figures, Indigenous participants in the CDEP program are
twice as likely to work part time, and one third more likely to be working in a low
skilled occupation when compared to Indigenous people who are employed (Aboriginal
& Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, 2005).
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Table 4.3 Number of unemployed and unemployment rate (%) by SLA and subregion of the Mid West of WA, 1996-2006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)
1996
Sub-region
Geraldton

SLA

Geraldton
Greenough A
Greenough B
Total
Geraldton
Coastal
Irwin
Northampton
Total
Coastal
Agricultural
Carnamah
Chapman
Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Mullewa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Total
Agricultural
Mining/Pastoral Cue
Meekatharra
Mount Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Total
Mining/Pastoral
Total Mid West
Total Australia

2006

Unemployed

Unemployment
rate (%)

Unemployed

Unemployment
rate (%)

1,114
343
66

12.7
8.4
7.6

628
234
28

7.7
3.9
4.9

1,523

11.1

890

169
153

16.6
10.0

94
81

322

12.6

175

12

2.2

6

32

8.0

20

58
9
21
46
9
15

8.1
3.3
3.7
8.6
2.3
3.6

26
3
15
21
6
12

202

5.3

109

32
69
19
0
9
26
15

7.1
4.6
4.9
0.0
3.9
2.3
4.1

6
34
18
9
12
16
9

170

4.1

104

2,217
771,970

9.1
9.2

1,278
503,804
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6.0
7.2
4.7
5.7
1.4
4.0
4.5
1.3
4.0
4.1
2.1
3.4
3.3
2.9
4.0
5.7
7.1
12.8
1.3
2.7
3.3
5.3
5.2

A further indication of Indigenous inequity in employment can be seen in a comparison
of employment rates. The employment rate represents the number of employed persons
as a percentage of the total population of working age, that is, 15 to 64 years old
(OECD, 2011). The employment rate in the Mid West/Gascoyne for people aged 15 to
64 years was 71.7 per cent, which is similar to national statistics of 71.0 per cent and
comparable to the employment rate of Mid West residents born overseas in non-English
speaking countries (69.5%). The employment rate includes CDEP participants.
However, the employment rate of Indigenous people in the Mid West and Gascoyne
regions was only 43.5 per cent, which reflects the national figure of 47.6 per cent
Indigenous employment rate (Australian Government, 2010).
With the exception of Greenough A and Wiluna, the majority of SLAs in the Mid West
region had a median weekly household income below the national median weekly
household income in 2006 (see Table 4.4). Yet, in 19966, 11 of the 20 SLAs within the
Mid West region had median weekly household incomes above the national median.
The variability within the region is clearly shown with two agricultural SLAs and four
mining/pastoral SLAs showing a reduction in real median weekly household income
from 1996 to 2006. The SLAs of Irwin in the coastal sub-region, Mullewa in the
agricultural sub-region, and Murchison in the mining/pastoral sub-region show the
largest increases in median weekly income, although these figures are still below the
national median. Thus, while the region has a high GRP per capita, due to the presence
of high value commodities (notably gold), the variability in median income, both within
and between sub-regions, further highlights the diversity within the region and among
rural communities generally. Changes in median weekly income over the 10 year period
reflect not just vulnerability to global market forces, but also micro-economic forces
relating to patterns of local investment, climatic and other environmental conditions,
and the social and cultural dynamics of the community. Thus, interpretation of these
figures relies on an understanding of the nature of economic, social, and environmental
dynamics at a local level over time.

6

1996 data in Table 5.3.3 has been adjusted to 2006 dollars for ease of comparison
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Table 4.4 Median household income ($/weekly) by SLA, 1996* and 2006 (Source:
ABS, 2008a)
Sub-region
Geraldton

SLA
1996*
675
Geraldton
933
Greenough A
890
Greenough B
620
Coastal
Irwin
598
Northampton
891
Agricultural
Carnamah
788
Chapman Valley
832
Coorow
809
Mingenew
742
Morawa
732
Mullewa
880
Perenjori
792
Three Springs
898
Mining/Pastoral Cue
985
Meekatharra
1,166
Mount Magnet
547
Murchison
804
Sandstone
921
Wiluna
778
Yalgoo
797
Total Australia
* 1996 data have been adjusted to 2006 dollars

2006
779
1,180
948
868
686
908
907
879
771
778
973
751
933
606
937
1,017
979
949
1,060
682
1025

% change
15.4
26.5
6.5
40.1
14.8
1.9
15.1
5.6
-4.7
4.9
33.0
-14.6
17.8
-32.5
-4.9
-12.8
78.8
18.1
15.1
-12.3
28.6

4.4 Population structure

While only representing 2.5 per cent of the WA population, the Mid West accounted for
9.3 per cent of the state‟s non-metropolitan population in 2006 (Department of Local
Government and Regional Development, 2007). The majority of this population, an
estimated 35,022, resided in the City of Geraldton-Greenough (MWDC, 2010b). The
total population of the Mid West region by SLA and sub-region for 1996 and 2006 is
shown in Table 4.5. The total population increased slightly from 51,131 in 1996 to
51,598 in 2006; a rise of 0.9 per cent. This was only a small increase when compared to
Australia as a whole, yet there was distinct variability in population change across the
region, largely as a result of the economic geography of the region, discussed earlier in
this chapter. Relatively strong population growth was evident in the coastal sub-region,
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as well as the Shire of Chapman Valley, which borders both the City of GeraldtonGreenough and the coastal Shire of Northampton. Exceptional growth in the SLAs of
Greenough A and Irwin between 1996 and 2006 reflect the release of land for
residential development within these areas. These trends are typical of the “sea-change”
phenomenon described in Section 3.4, where there is a tendency for the population to
increase in major urban service centres and higher amenity coastal locations within
commuting distance of those service centres (Townsend et al., 2002).

Table 4.5 Total population and population change in the Mid West region, 19962006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)

Total

Sub-region
Geraldton

SLA
Geraldton
Greenough A
Greenough B
Total Geraldton
Coastal
Irwin
Northampton
Total Coastal
Agricultural
Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Mullewa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Total Agricultural
Mining/Pastoral Cue
Meekatharra
Mount Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Total Mining/Pastoral
Total Mid West
Australia
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Change
1996
2006
(%)
19816
19123
-3.5
8488
12198
43.7
1874
1377
-26.5
30178
32698
8.4
2453
3037
23.8
3787
4235
11.8
6240
7272
16.5
1039
796
-23.4
785
934
19.0
1395
1129
-19.1
589
462
-21.6
1058
818
-22.7
1192
1027
-13.8
684
540
-21.1
806
663
-17.7
7548
6369
-15.6
731
476
-34.9
2666
1738
-34.8
833
583
-30.0
184
187
1.6
295
178
-39.7
1879
1632
-13.1
577
465
-19.4
7165
5259
-26.6
51131
51598
0.9
17892423 20,061,651
12.1

The population has declined steadily in the majority of the agricultural and
mining/pastoral sub-regions, with the highest percentage of decreases in the remote
SLAs of Sandstone, Cue, and Meekatharra. Intensity of land use, among other factors,
offers some explanation for the variability in the population distribution and density
within these inland sub-regions (Department of Commerce and Trade, 1999). For
example, as mentioned in Section 3.4, farm amalgamation has led to depopulation in
many agricultural areas, including Carnamah, Three Springs, Mingenew, and Coorow
(MWDC, 2010b). Similarly, higher rainfall in coastal regions enabled more intensive
agricultural land use, coupled with rural amenity attraction, smaller agricultural blocks
for hobby farming, and proximity to the coast, thereby increasing population density
and creating demand for closer and larger service centres (Department of Commerce
and Trade, 1999). The advent of FIFO work patterns in much of the mining industry
since the mid 1990s has also contributed towards depopulation in many mining regions
(MWDC, 2010b). This, in effect, also changed the demographics within mining towns.
Workers were accommodated on-site, as opposed to within existing town communities,
and the subsequent absence of partners and children of mine workers undermined social
interaction within those communities (Bradley, 2003).

In 2006, the Mid West region had a higher proportion of Indigenous residents, nine per
cent of the total population, when compared to Australia as a whole (see Table 4.6).
While there is consistent growth of the Indigenous population in the Geraldton and
coastal sub-regions, the patterns of growth and decline of the Indigenous population in
the agricultural and mining/pastoral sub-regions are far more variable. As discussed in
Section 3.4, many Indigenous Australians are known to have strong place identity to
their traditional lands, complex kinship relationships, and are often highly mobile and,
therefore, have geographically dispersed social networks (Stafford Smith et al., 2008).
Thus, while population patterns are generally affected by employment and lifestyle
opportunities, for many Aboriginal people within the Mid West, family and cultural
obligations, to an extent, determine their movements across and within the region.
Again, caution should be undertaken when considering population change for each of
these SLAs due to the very small population in some areas. While the majority of
Indigenous people live within urban environments, the Aboriginal Communities of
Windidda and Bondini are located within the Wiluna SLA, Pia Wadjarri is in the
Murchison, Yulga Jinna in Meekatharra, and Wandanooka in Mullewa. In the SLAs of
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Meekatharra, Murchison, Mullewa, Cue, and Yalgoo, Indigenous residents comprise of
more than one fifth of the total population (see Table 4.6).

Table 4.6 Total Aboriginal population and population change in the Mid West
region, 1996-2006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)

Sub-region
Geraldton

SLA
Geraldton
Greenough A
Greenough B
Total Geraldton
Coastal
Irwin
Northampton
Total Coastal
Agricultural
Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Mullewa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Total Agricultural
Mining/Pastoral Cue
Meekatharra
Mount Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Total Mining/Pastoral
Total Mid West
Australia

Total
1996
2006
1542
1848
329
541
32
183
1903
2572
56
62
118
166
174
228
39
35
25
30
19
18
45
28
68
78
355
259
20
50
53
40
624
538
66
104
542
495
96
85
83
46
20
21
274
279
69
98
1150
1128
3851
4466
352970 455027
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change
(%)
19.8
64.4
471.9
35.2
10.7
40.7
31.0
-10.3
20.0
-5.3
-37.8
14.7
-27.0
150.0
-24.5
-13.8
57.6
-8.7%
-11.5
-44.6
5.0
1.8
42.0
-1.9
16.0
28.9

% of total
population
1996
2006
7.8
9.7
3.9
4.4
1.7
13.3
6.3
7.9
2.3
2.0
3.1
3.9
2.8
3.1
3.8
4.4
3.2
3.2
1.4
1.6
7.6
6.1
6.4
9.5
29.8
25.2
2.9
9.3
6.6
6.0
8.3
8.4
9.0
21.8
20.3
28.5
11.5
14.6
45.1
24.6
6.8
11.8
14.6
17.1
12.0
21.1
16.1
21.4
7.5
8.7
2.0
2.3

As well as employment opportunities, access to education, health, and other services
and facilities help shape population structure. As shown in Table 4.7, there are a greater
proportion of males to females in the region, especially in the Geraldton and
mining/pastoral sub-regions. As mentioned in Section 4.2, this is a historical pattern for
the region, attributable to the presence of traditionally male-dominated occupations, and
the relative lack of access to education and health care for young families. While
employment opportunities continue to be a factor in the absence of women, there are
also limited higher education opportunities within the region, therefore many young
women leave the region in pursuit of these opportunities.

Table 4.7 Population by gender, 2006 (Source: ABS, 2008a)

Sub-region
Geraldton
Coastal
Agricultural
Mining/Pastoral
Total Mid West
Total Australia

Number
Male
Female
16150
8199
3695
3577
3512
2859
3511
1748
26868
16383
9896504 10165147

Percentage
Male
Female
66.3
33.7
50.8
49.2
55.1
44.9
66.8
33.2
62.1
37.9
49.3
50.7

Figures 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4 show the age structure for the total population, and for males,
and females, respectively, which reveals considerable variance across the sub-regions of
the Mid West. All sub-regions, with the exception of Geraldton, had a lower proportion
of people aged 15 to 19 years when compared to national figures. This can be
attributable to the limited education and training opportunities available within the
region. The mining/pastoral sub-region had the greatest proportion of people aged 20 to
54, as shown in Figure 4.2, which was much more prominent for males, as illustrated in
Figure 4.3. This is reflective of the employment opportunities within this sub-region, as
there are a larger proportion of those of working age, and a smaller proportion of
children and older adults due to the limited education and health care services and
facilities. From Figure 4.2, it can be seen that the agricultural sub-region has a higher
proportion of people under 15 and those aged between 35 and 74, confirming that there
are more young families within this region (MWDC, 2000). This is also consistent with
the national trends of outmigration of young people from inland areas (Alston, 2004;
Argent and Walmsley, 2008). The reputation of the coastal sub-region as a retirement
area is confirmed by the greater proportion of males and females over the age of 55,
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compared with national figures and with the other sub-regions of the Mid West, as
shown in Figures 4.3 and 4.4. The Living in the Regions report found that, while there
was considerable movement of people in all the regions, the Mid West was the most
stable region of WA (Department of Commerce and Trade, 1999). Despite most people
living in urban areas, 28 per cent stated that they grew up “on the land”, which is twice
that of regional WA generally (14%). Furthermore, 59 per cent of residents in the Mid
West had lived in the same place in the last 10 years, which is almost twice as many as
in other regions (Department of Commerce and Trade, 1999).

Population by age structure, 2006

Per cent of total population
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Figure 4.2 Population by age structure, 2006
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Male population by age structure, 2006
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Figure 4.3 Male population by age structure, 2006

Female population by age structure, 2006
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Figure 4.4 Female population by age structure, 2006
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4.5 Access and opportunity
A standardised approach to measuring remoteness exists for regional Australia: the
Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA). ARIA quantifies service access
by combining road distance to population centres, while also taking into consideration
the size of the population centres, in a range from highly accessible, with unrestricted
access to goods and services and opportunities for social interaction, to very remote,
which is considered locally disadvantaged with very little accessibility and opportunity
(Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2001). Applying the ARIA
ratings to the Mid West sub-regions, Geraldton is ranked as accessible, so there are
some restrictions in access and opportunity, and the coastal sub-region is ranked as
moderately accessible, meaning there is a significant restriction in accessibility and
opportunity. Within the agricultural sub-region, all shires are classified as moderately
accessible, with the exception of Perenjori, which is ranked as very remote. Similarly,
most shires within the mining/pastoral sub-region are classified as very remote, with the
exception of Mount Magnet and Cue, which are both classified as remote, indicating
very restricted access to goods and services and opportunities for social interaction
(Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 1999). The Australian Standard
Geographical Classification (ASGC) adapts the ARIA as an index value, or a
continuous variable, for quantification as a remoteness category for one km2 grids
across the whole of Australia (ABS, 2003). According to the ASGC, almost all of the
mining/pastoral sub-region as very remote, with 68.8 per cent of the agricultural subregion and 26.9 per cent of the coastal sub-region as remote (see Table 4.8).

Table 4.8 Proportion (%) of sub-region population by remoteness category
(Source: ABS, 2008a)

Major Cities
Inner Regional
Outer Regional
Remote
Very Remote

Coastal
73.1
26.9
-

Agricultural
31.2
68.8
-
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Mining/Pastoral
1.1
98.9

There are a number of issues associated with access to goods, services, and facilities,
including education, employment, health information, housing, and infrastructure as a
result of isolation and remoteness (see Section 3.4). Coupled with limited opportunities
for social interaction, the factors associated with remoteness can impact on the health
and well-being of residents (Rajkumar and Hoolahan, 2004). For example, youth
suicide rates are typically higher among young men than young women, yet deaths from
suicide are also higher among young rural men than young urban men (Dudley et al.,
1998; Wilkinson and Gunnell, 2000). As with gender, it is thought that differences
between suicide rates among young urban and rural men, is a result of higher success
rate through the employment of more violent means (ABS, 1994). It is further thought
that depopulation and migration of young people, particularly from towns with fewer
than 4,000 residents is placing those young people who do remain at a greater social
disadvantage than those in urban Australia (ABS, 1994).

Other indicators highlight disadvantage within the region when compared to Perth. For
example, life expectancy for the region in 2005 was 76.3 years for males and 80.9 years
for females, compared to the life expectancy of Perth residents of 78.4 years for males
and 82.4 years for females. The life expectancy of the Mid West is the fifth highest out
of the nine regional development regions in WA, higher than those for the more remote
Goldfields-Esperance, Gascoyne, Pilbara, and Kimberley regions (Department of Local
Government and Regional Development, 2007). Causes of death for the period 1999 to
2003 for residents within the region, which were higher than the WA average for males,
were Ischaemic heart disease, lung cancer, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
and allied conditions. For females, causes of death higher than the WA average, for the
same period, were lung cancer, diabetes, and organic psychotic conditions (Department
of Health, 2003 as cited in Department of Local Government and Regional
Development, 2007). With respect to selected health risk factors, 19.4 per cent of males
and 18.1 per cent of females in Mid West smoked in 2005, compared to WA as a whole
with 13 per cent male and 17.3 per cent female smokers (Department of Health, 2005 as
cited in Department of Local Government and Regional Development, 2007).
Furthermore, in some areas of WA, including within the Mid West, there is difficulty
gaining access to basic necessities, not only those related to health care and hygiene, but
also to fresh fruit and vegetables (Supreme Court Steering Committee, 2009).
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Beyond physical health, morbidity, and mortality, there are a number of other factors
that contribute towards this social disadvantage, including employment opportunities,
considered in Section 4.3, and educational opportunities. Rural and remote areas,
generally, have lower levels of education than the major cities, and remote areas have
the lowest levels of school completion (Supreme Court Steering Committee, 2009).
While there are primary schools within easy access of the majority of Mid West
residents, many children living on pastoral leases and very remote agricultural land are
often home-schooled and those of high school age, including students in the agricultural
or coastal sub-regions, may move to either Geraldton or Perth to attend boarding school.
Retention rates to year 12 for the region as a whole in 2005 were 45.9 per cent,
compared to the Perth metropolitan area at 69.4 per cent (Department of Local
Government and Regional Development, 2007). Tertiary educational attainment, as
shown in Table 4.9, tends to reflect the nature of employment within the region. For
example, the low proportion of professionals within the region, as shown in Table 4.2,
is mirrored by the percentage with undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications when
compared to Australia as a whole. Similarly, the higher proportion of people with
certificate qualifications is indicative of the increased proportion of technicians and
trades workers, and machine operators and drivers.

Table 4.9 Educational attainment by sub-region (% of population over 15), 2006
(Source: ABS, 2008a)
Mining/
Geraldton Coastal Agricultural Pastoral
Postgraduate
Degree
Graduate
Diploma/Certificate
Bachelor Degree
Advanced Diploma
and Diploma
Certificate
Inadequately
described/not stated
Total number

Total Mid
West

Total
Australia

1.6

1.3

1.3

2.0

1.6

4.9

1.8
13.0

1.8
12.8

2.3
16.5

2.2
14.2

1.9
13.5

2.7
22.0

11.4
40.3

13.5
41.6

13.4
38.9

8.7
42.7

11.6
40.7

13.5
31.8

31.9
11971

29.0
2641

27.5
2106

30.1
2445

30.8
19163

24.9
8361814
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To account for the numerous factors of regional disadvantage, the ABS devised the
socio-economic indexes for areas (SEIFA) as a relative measurement of socio-economic
disadvantage taking into account „access to material and social resources, and [sic]
ability to participate in society‟ (Pink, 2008, p. 5). The SEIFA is a summary measure
consisting of four indices, the Index of relative socio-economic disadvantage (IRSD),
Index of relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage (IRSAD), Index of
economic resources (IER), and the Index of education and occupation (IEO). Each
region within Australia is given a score, which is standardised to a mean of 1000 and a
standard deviation of 100, and is then ranked for comparison (Pink, 2008). According to
the SEIFA, over half of all very remote areas in Australia were ranked in the bottom
quarter of socioeconomic areas in 2006 (ABS, 2008b). For the Mid West region, shown
in Table 4.10, the majority of the mining/pastoral SLAs rank within the bottom quarter,
along with Geraldton SLA and Mullewa SLA, for three of the four indices. The
percentile rank in Table 4.10 is provided for comparison on a national scale. Those
SLAs with a lower percentile rank show greater disadvantage than those with a higher
percentile rank, for example, Wiluna is ranked as one of the most disadvantaged in the
bottom five per cent of SLAs nationally for three of the four indices. From these figures,
the mining/pastoral sub-region shows the greatest disadvantage, especially for the SLAs
of Wiluna, Cue, Meekatharra, and Yalgoo. The variability between SLAs is, again,
apparent with each SLA showing different levels of disadvantage on the four indices of
the SEIFA. For example, Murchison SLA ranks the highest in the mining/pastoral subregion on the IEO, yet is amongst the lowest on the IRSD and IER. In the agricultural
sub-region, six of the eight SLAs are above the 50th percentile for the IEO, yet on the
IRSAD, all SLAs rank below the 50th percentile. Furthermore, the SLAs of Irwin,
Greenough A, and Greenough B have the lowest rank in the IEO, with higher
percentiles in the IER, IRSD, and IRSAD.
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Table 4.10 Socio-economic indexes for areas (SEIFA) scores and national percentile for the SLAs of the Mid West region, 2006 (Source: ABS,
2008b)
IRSAD
Sub-region
Geraldton

Coastal

Agricultural

Mining/Pastoral

SLA
Geraldton
Greenough A
Greenough B
Geraldton ( )
Irwin
Northampton
Coastal ( )
Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Mullewa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Agricultural ( )
Cue
Meekatharra
Mount Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Mining/Pastoral ( )

IRSD

IER

IEO

Score

Percentile

Score

Percentile

Score

Percentile

Score

Percentile

922
1015
955
964
961
930
946
948
963
955
935
934
912
936
951
942
859
897
931
903
902
797
910
886

23
64
42
43
45
28
37
39
46
42
31
31
18
32
40
35
7
12
29
14
14
5
17
14

929
1039
1015
994
988
962
975
995
1012
1004
981
972
918
976
990
981
856
834
948
869
903
678
849
848

17
72
60
50
45
30
38
50
58
55
42
36
14
38
46
42
8
7
23
8
12
5
8
10

927
1063
1025
1005
999
975
987
976
1009
1015
976
960
922
1005
999
983
890
862
963
892
922
718
914
880

13
84
68
55
54
37
46
38
60
64
38
27
13
58
54
44
8
7
29
9
12
5
11
12

912
953
967
944
935
938
937
966
1009
969
1012
983
980
1008
992
990
875
948
936
975
904
900
956
928

16
39
48
34
26
29
28
47
66
49
67
56
54
66
60
58
6
37
27
51
12
11
41
26
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4.6 Conclusion
The Mid West is both a dynamic and diverse region. While it is heavily dependent on
primary industry, there is a strong cultural identity and presence of the local Aboriginal
people, and attractive natural resources. This chapter has provided a broad overview of
the structure and change within the region. While patterns of change within the subregions in the Mid West can be attributable to a number of macroeconomic and
microeconomic drivers, the nature of economic and population change across the region
is not only spatially, but socially variable. A number of factors determine the population
structure of various sub-regions within the Mid West, including employment, access to
education, health, and other services, rural amenity, and sense of belonging to the
community and the land. Thus, the data presented within this chapter provides only an
indication of the nature of the region and are limited in the insights they can provide on
the changing social and cultural dynamics of the region. Despite broader trends
commensurate with the literature presented in the previous Chapter 3.0, there is distinct
economic and social variability within and across the Mid West region of WA. Thus,
given the variability with objective indicators of socio-economic well-being, there
would be anticipated corresponding variability in subjective measures of well-being,
such as self-reported social well-being. The following chapter details the research
methods used in the data collection and analysis in consideration of the current literature
and limitations of previous research in this field as detailed in the present and preceding
chapters.
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5.0 Research Methods

5.1 Introduction
As discussed in the preceding chapters, understanding the role of the arts in the social
well-being of communities is a complex task and thus requires a combined qualitative
and quantitative multi-method approach to capture both the breadth and depth of this
developing research area. This chapter describes the methods used in this research to
build and expand on the existing evidence base within the field. Building on the
literature reviewed in Chapters 2.0 and 3.0, the first section of this chapter explores the
research framework with respect to issues concerning the definition, conceptualisation,
and measurement of both the arts and social well-being. Detail of the research design,
including the construction of the survey questionnaire, and the sampling frame are then
considered. This is followed by detail specific to the focus region chosen for this
research, and how the subsequent data were analysed for presentation and discussion in
the following chapters.

5.2 Research framework
There is a perception that all tiers of government in Australia tend to underestimate the
social and economic importance of the arts, and that this is reflected in the lack of
empirical data on the topic (Government of Western Australia, 2004). However, these
data are not easy to obtain, and have often been criticised with respect to the methods of
data collection, including the choice of samples and the purpose, intention, and bias of
the researchers (Anwar, 2005). Overall, there is a lack of robust data and evidence, and
this has been attributed to the difficulty in quantifying the impacts, particularly in
developing indicators and identifying outcomes, as well as various problems with
economic impact measurement (Jermyn, 2001; Reeves, 2002; McQueen-Thomson et
al., 2004) to the point where, „ways of demonstrating benefit have become tortuous‟
(Holden, 2004, p. 17), using „complicated and contested assessments of causation‟
(Kelly et al., 2002 as cited in Holden, 2004, p. 17). There has been an overriding
tendency for research to be limited to evaluations of individual projects, rather than
examinations of arts engagement generally, including, for example, ongoing
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participation in local arts and craft groups or regular attendance at contemporary music
concerts (Anwar, 2005).

The inherent artistic integrity of the work is also of concern when it is subjected to the
scrutiny of research, as it has been argued that „too much concentration on impacts and
outcomes downplays the role of artists and curators in favour of audiences and nonattendees‟ (Holden, 2004, p. 25). Furthermore, in terms of artistic expression it is often
the raw emotional experience, particularly of the performing arts, that is overlooked.
This is a defining factor in building a case for the arts that is unique to or different from
other forms of engagement. It is difficult to put those raw emotions into words.
Therefore, the intangible nature of these benefits makes it difficult to communicate in
any other way than through the experience itself. Wood and colleagues (2007) found, in
their research on the geographies of music, that the experience is “unspeakable”. Their
on-the-spot interviews during the interval of a classical music performance captured the
raw emotions of the experience. However, this experience was short lived as subsequent
follow-up interviews were more articulate, but said less about the affective qualities of
that encounter (Wood et al., 2007).

This controversy over instrumental outcomes versus intrinsic experience is
complemented by a debate over the nature of engagement in the arts. The ABS makes a
distinction between creative and receptive participation (Trewin, 2001). Creative
participation can be defined as activity that creates a product or makes an event happen.
This is referred to as “active engagement”, and includes creating, making, organising,
producing, or facilitating the arts. In contrast, receptive participation, referred to as
“passive engagement”, consists of receiving or consuming an event or product, such as
watching a performance, viewing an exhibition, or purchasing an art product (Trewin,
2001). This is an important distinction to make since cultural and artistic activity is
often viewed „as something for performance by professional elites for the passive
consumption of the majority‟ (Ife and Tesoriero, 2006, p. 240). Much of the literature
on community arts, and more recently community cultural development, suggests that
benefits will only accrue through active engagement in the arts (Hawkes, 2001; Ife and
Tesoriero, 2006). Yet, active engagement is not always necessary, with studies showing
links between mortality and passive engagement. For example, a Swedish longitudinal
study showed that attendance at cultural events had a positive influence on survival
(Bygren et al., 1996). Furthermore, the arts have been used in health care to improve the
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aesthetics of the environment through visual art and design, to influence mood by
listening to music, or for health education, and as a social marketing tool in health
promotion (Staricoff, 2004; Macnaughton et al., 2005).

The definition and theoretical understanding of the construct of well-being is an
important determinant of how it is measured (Wearing and Headey, 1998). There are
several theories on how well-being is obtained or maintained. The telic approach or
endpoint theory suggests that happiness is obtained through the achievement of a goal
or the satisfaction of a need (Diener, 2009). In contrast, the autotelic approach, or
activity theory, suggests that it is the process of moving towards a goal that produces
well-being (Wearing and Headey, 1998). As such, happiness can be viewed as a byproduct of activites, such as hobbies, social interaction, and exercise (Diener, 2009).
Well-being is often viewed as a final outcome measure of social background,
personality, social networks, and satisfaction (Wearing and Headey, 1998), as shown in
Figure 5.1. Thus, to obtain high levels of well-being there needs to be both the
availability of resources and the capacity of the individual to convert these resources
into well-being (Wearing and Headey, 1998).

Social Background
Sex
Age
Marital Status
Health
Socio-economic
etc.

Personality

Extraversion
Neuroticism
Openness

Social Networks
Allies
Friends
Intimates

Domain
Satisfactions
Friendship
Leisure
Marriage
Sex
Standard of Living
Work
Health

Wellbeing

Wellbeing

or
Ill-being

Figure 5.1 Causal model of well-being and psychological distress (ill-being)
(Source: Headey and Wearing, 1992 as cited in Wearing and Headey, 1998, p. 180)

Within the psychology literature, the term subjective well-being is used to describe the
positive experience of life in terms of both affect and cognitive judgements. Subjective
well-being includes happiness, life satisfaction, morale, and positive affect and thus a
single-item well-being scale does not capture the depth of well-being and can be
misleading (Diener, 2009). For example, subjective well-being is enhanced by
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cooperative and trusting social relationships such that sociability, interpersonal warmth,
community involvement, and interpersonal trust are heightened by positive emotions
(Tov and Diener, 2009). Nations high on subjective well-being tend to be high on
generalised trust, volunteerism, and democratic attitudes, and these values are not fully
accounted for by GDP per capita, freedom, or filial piety (Tov and Diener, 2009).

There is growing evidence to support the relative independence between positive and
negative well-being, often termed ill-being, and, as such, there is a need within quality
of life assessments to include measures of positive well-being, and not just the presence
or absence of symptoms. For example, mortality is predicted more strongly by the
absence of positive well-being than by the presence of psychological symptoms
(Huppert and Whittington, 2003). Similarly, while self-esteem and personal competence
influence both well-being and ill-being, socio-economic status has a greater influence
on ill-being than well-being. Well developed social networks enhance well-being rather
than relieve ill-being, and poor health is more closely associated with ill-being (Headey
et al., 1985). Like the causal model of well-being, the structural model of mental health,
shown in Figure 5.2, suggests that mental health consists of, and is maintained by, a
combination of individual, cultural, and social factors. Both models demonstrate the
multi-dimensional and inter-dependent nature of the influences on mental health and
well-being.

Figure 5.2 The structural model of mental health (Source: Lehtinen et al., 2005,
p. 48)
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As described in Section 2.4, there is a growing research focus on the social determinants
of health and on the nature and impact of social capital for communities. There have
been numerous attempts to quantify social capital, even though it is highly subjective,
multi-dimensional, and qualitative by nature (Das, 2004). For example, levels of social
capital have traditionally been measured by analysing trends in participation in clubs
and voluntary activities, voting rates, attendance at church, sense of community, and
trust in government institutions (Das, 2004). The difficulty, however, is in making an
explicit link between participation and the creation and maintenance of social capital
(Tonts, 2005). Unlike social capital, there are standardised measures of subjective wellbeing that include measures of life satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and positive and
negative affect. Yet, there is only a small proportion of variance in subjective wellbeing that can be accounted for by demographic variables. The field has, therefore,
focused on personality or attitudes. Similarly, however, no single trait accounts for
much of the variance in behaviour and it was found to be influenced by an immense
number of variables (Diener, 2009).

Despite the production of an increasing body of research, satisfaction, well-being, and
social capital indicators have been underutilised in arts research to date. Yet such
measures can be easily adapted to demonstrate significant relationships between
different types of participation, including in the arts, as well as with the amount of
participation (Anwar, 2005). The difficulty lies in trying to separate the effects of
intercorrelated variables, and the determination of a direct causal link, which requires
the use of an experimental model and longitudinal data (Diener, 2009). The well-being
index utilised in this research, which is described in more detail in the next section,
seeks to capture a wide range of elements based upon the structural model of mental
health and other literature concerning satisfaction, happiness, quality of life, and social
capital measures.
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5.3 Research design
This research combined quantitative and qualitative data in a regional case-study
approach to capture both the uniqueness of the arts experience in a local context, and to
provide tangible outcomes that could be subject to statistical scrutiny. Quantitative data
were gathered from the 2006 census and through a household survey. The household
survey also provided some qualitative data, to supplement participation-observation,
semi-structured interviews, and secondary sources of data, such as local publications.
The collection of qualitative data adds insights to the phenomenon under study (Hoggart
et al., 2002), which provided a context in which the role of the arts in social well-being
could be examined. Finally, the quantitative data enabled a statistical understanding of
both self-reported well-being, the extent of arts engagement, and the relationship
between them across a number of selected variables.

The case study area for this research was the Mid West region in WA, which has often
been overlooked as a focus for social research, receiving little attention to date. As well
as being the focus region of one of the research industry partners, Country Arts WA,
from 2006 to 2009, the site was chosen due to its economic and cultural diversity, and
its location within WA. The Mid West region, in particular, represents a diverse range
of industries and communities, mainly based on mining, agriculture and pastoralism,
fisheries, and tourism (see Chapter 4.0). This diversity of context represents a distinct
shift from the single community case study approach. Thus, the analysis enabled
comparisons to be made between different types of rural communities in a range of
spatial contexts.

The household survey was a preferred method for quantitative data collection for
convenience, enabling respondents to complete and return the survey in their own time.
The household survey was designed to gauge the level of arts engagement in the
preceding 12 months, together with the respondent‟s well-being as measured through
satisfaction, social capital, and quality of life measures. There were four sections to the
survey: section one consisted of demographic information; section two focused on
participation in arts activities and events over the past 12 months; section three
examined perceptions of well-being, and; section four considered the importance of the
arts in community (see Appendix B for full survey questionnaire). The wording and
activities in section two of the household survey are developed and adapted from the
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Survey of public participation in the arts from the United States based, National
Endowment for the Arts (2004).

The well-being index in section three was developed from a survey tool used by the
researcher in previous research on arts participation and well-being (Anwar, 2005). This
well-being index is an adaptation of the Australian Unity Well-being Index (Cummins
et al., 2007), and established social indicators measuring life satisfaction and affect
(Andrews and McKennell, 1980), the World Health Organisation‟s Quality of Life
instrument (WHO, 1997), and the World Bank‟s Social Capital Index (Grootaert et al.,
2004). Each item on the well-being index was measured on an 11-point likert scale.
Because well-being is a multi-dimensional concept, the household survey reflects
different dimensions of well-being (see Table 5.1). Questions 18 and 19 are direct
cognitive measures of well-being and were self-rated according to level of satisfaction
from very dissatisfied (0) to very satisfied (10). There were seven questions related to
individual factors of well-being with three of these questions related to personal
attitudes and traits and four on positive and negative affect. The remaining eight
questions were on community factors, or social capital measures relating to groups and
networks, trust and solidarity, information and communication, social cohesion and
inclusion, and empowerment and political action.

Given the remoteness of the region and the dispersed nature of the small population,
interviewing individuals in person would have been impractical. Furthermore, obtaining
a statistically representative sample for the household survey, particularly in the mining
and pastoral regions, would have been difficult (Hoggart et al., 2002). Thus, for
convenience, two surveys were distributed by unaddressed mail to all 4,000 households
within the region outside of the City of Geraldton-Greenough, a total of 8,000 surveys.
As such, reminder letters were not sent. A total of 758 useable responses were returned
(response rate 9.5%). Surveys were grouped by sub-region, with the breakdown of the
distribution shown in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.1 Dimensions of well-being and their related questions in the household
survey well-being index

General
Specific

Direct cognitive measures of well-being (11pt scale)
18. Thinking about your own life and personal circumstances,
how satisfied are you with your life as a whole?
19. How satisfied are you with feeling part of your
community?
Individual factors contributing to well-being

Personal attitudes
and traits

21. On occasion, I have doubts about my ability to succeed in
life (-)
26. Things have really gone my way over the past few weeks
31. I always go out of my way to help someone in trouble
24. I often feel bored (-)

Positive & Negative
Affect

28. During the past few weeks I have felt depressed or very
unhappy (-)
32. During the past few weeks I have felt particularly excited
or interested in something
34. During the past few weeks I have felt pleased about having
accomplished something

Community factors that influence well-being (i.e. Social Capital)
Groups and
20. I have friends I can turn to when times are tough
Networks
22. Most people who live in my community are willing to help
you if you need it
Trust and Solidarity
30. I feel connected with my community
33. My community is a safe place to live
Empowerment and
23. I feel I can make an impact in making my community a
Political Action
better place to live
Information and
Communication

25. I have difficulty communicating my ideas to others (-)
27. I have a strong understanding of the issues that affect my
community

Social Cohesion and
29. I feel very lonely or remote from other people (-)
inclusion
NB (-) denotes questions which were negatively worded and therefore recoded prior to
analysis
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Table 5.2 Number of returned household surveys by sub-region of residence
Shire of residence
Coastal
Northampton
Irwin
Agricultural
Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Mining/Pastoral
Cue
Meekatharra
Mt Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Not Stated
Total

Frequency
434
176
258
215
52
4
6
38
53
32
30
106
13
39
23
15
11
1
4
3
758

%
57.3
23.2
34.0
28.4
6.9
0.5
0.8
5.0
7.0
4.2
4.0
14.0
1.7
5.1
3.0
2.0
1.5
0.1
0.5
0.0
100.0

It was acknowledged from the commencement of this research that the chosen format
and delivery of the quantitative component would underrepresent Aboriginal residents
within the region. However, as this research did not have an explicit Indigenous focus,
no action was taken to specifically increase Indigenous response rates for the household
survey, although a concerted effort was made to ensure Indigenous representation and
input in the qualitative components of the research. The qualitative component enabled
greater understanding of the issues to inform the design of the household survey. It was
further hoped that conducting the household survey after the qualitative component of
the research would raise awareness of the focus on this region for the research among
residents, and thus increase the response rate. In addition, media exposure on the
impending survey was obtained through local radio interviews, publicity in local
newspapers and newsletters, and through the industry partners‟ websites. Given the
lifestyle and work patterns of residents within the region as agricultural, pastoral, and
mine workers, a postal survey was deemed the most practical and easiest way to obtain
the greatest response rate.
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The use of methods involving interpersonal relationships provide a context for and a
more detailed understanding of the multifaceted and situated nature of the social
activities under research (Hoggart et al., 2002). Therefore, information collected in the
household survey was supplemented with participant observation, semi-structured
interviews (see Appendix A for guiding questions for interviews), and verbal
interactions over a six month period in 2008. Participant-observation is a key method in
ethnographic research (Allsop et al., 2010). Thus, while the majority of field trips were
scheduled around the availability of residents for interviews, additional field trips to the
focus region coincided with key arts events and activities to enable both participation in
these activities and observation of those participating. Participant observation data were
collected through the use of a field diary, photographs, and audio-visual recordings.
When engaged in direct interaction with the researcher, permission from the participant
was sought for the use of visual and audio recording devices. A snowball method of
participant recruitment was used through initial contacts and introductions from
Country Arts WA (a non-profit regional arts touring and funding organisation) and the
Mid West Development Commission (a state government agency) for the semistructured interviews.

A total of 32 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 65 people, individually
and in small groups (the largest group consisted of 10 participants, the majority were
around three to four people). Of these interviews, 21 were electronically recorded and
transcribed, with the remaining interviews recorded with the use of a field diary. Local
residents, farmers and pastoral lease holders, Indigenous representatives, local
government employees, welfare workers, teachers, and artists were targeted from the
inland agricultural shires of Three Springs, Mingenew, Perenjori, and Mullewa, the
coastal shires of Irwin and Northampton, and the mining/pastoral shires of Meekatharra,
Cue, and Mount Magnet. Specific contacts residing in the City of Geraldton-Greenough
were also targeted, due to their previous place of residence, and their knowledge of, and
importance to, the community (e.g. Aboriginal elders, prominent artists, key service
providers, etc.). The interviews lasted for an average of 30 minutes, with a maximum of
one hour. In order to protect the identity of respondents some personal details, not
relevant to the context of the research, have been changed. The interviews were largely
informal and in several cases it was deemed inappropriate to ask specific questions in a
typical interview-style format. Specifically, a general conversation-style interview was
preferred for conducting interviews with Indigenous people and with groups of four or
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more people. Field notes were also taken from informal encounters, including emails
and conversations with local residents and service providers, and attendance at
community and local government meetings, events, and presentations within the region.

Secondary sources of data were gathered before, during, and after field trips to the casestudy region. The latest census data were gathered for individual SLAs within the
region from the ABS website. Additional statistical information, both published and
unpublished, was sourced the Mid West Development Commission and the Department
of Regional Development and Lands, formerly the Department of Local Government
and Regional Development. Further information was sourced from local government
websites, annual reports, community newsletters, tourist publications, and other
promotional material produced on a local scale.

5.4 Data analysis
The interviews were transcribed and collated during the course of data collection. This
was necessary to develop procedures for identifying patterns over time and space and is
an important method for identifying any bias in the social contexts being observed
(Hoggart et al., 2002). Qualitative analysis was done manually through the
identification of common themes from interview transcripts, conversations, and
observations in the field. Qualitative data were used as a benchmark for, and to provide
context to, the quantitative data. The household survey data were analysed using
Predictive Analytics SoftWare (PASW) Statistics version 18, formerly the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), to produce frequency data and descriptive
statistics, a principal components analysis (PCA), and multiple analysis of variance
(MANOVA) using backward regression.

A PCA using orthogonal rotation was used to develop the well-being index. The
resulting components were utilised as dependent variables in a MANOVA using
backward regression to develop a model that would determine the relationship between
well-being and chosen independent variables. This model was utilised to control for
covariates in a second MANOVA using backward regression to determine the
relationship between well-being and arts and non-arts engagement. Multiple regression
is generally designed for the prediction of one dependent variable from more than one
continuous independent variables (Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996). While discrete
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independent variables can be used in a multiple regression, when using PASW, these
variables would need to be recoded into dummy variables. To avoid recoding discrete
independent variables into dummy variables, an analysis of variance (ANOVA), which
is a form of a general linear model (GLM), can be used instead. Analysis can be
conducted in the same way that a multiple regression would occur with the researcher
manually entering or removing variables, depending on the method of regression
chosen, to determine the final model for the prediction of the dependent variable. With
this research, it was assumed that several dependent variables would result from the
PCA analysis. Thus, to reduce the risk of Type I error occurring from conducting
separate ANOVAs, a MANOVA was used instead (Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996). By
considering the dependent variables in combination, a MANOVA can sometimes be
more powerful than ANOVA, however, it is also substantially more complicated. Thus,
there are important assumptions that need to be considered, including having more
subjects per cell than there are dependent variables, univariate and multivariate
normality, linearity, and the homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices (Coakes and
Steed, 1999). There is also considerable ambiguity in the interpretation of the results,
especially for the main effects of an independent variable on a particular dependent
variable, in the presence of a significant interaction effect (Tabachnick and Fidell,
1996). Both of these concerns have been given consideration where relevant within the
results and discussion of Sections 6.3 and 8.5.

Standard multiple regression involves the inclusion of all predictor variables initially
within the model. Individual items may then be removed through the process of
backward regression. Other methods of regression involve entering variables into the
model separately in a manner either predetermined on theoretical grounds, as in
hierarchical regression, or based on statistical criteria, as with step-wise regression
(Gaur and Gaur, 2009). There were no theoretical grounds for assuming that any one
variable would be a greater predictor of well-being than any other. Instead it was more
likely that all the variables would interact in complex ways to influence well-being.
Similarly, the entering of variables based purely on statistical grounds has been subject
to much criticism and is rarely used in social science research (Gaur and Gaur, 2009).
Thus, backward regression was used over other methods for the selection and
elimination of variables from the final model. No causal association had been assumed
as causality can not be attributed when conducting non-experimental survey research
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996).
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5.5 Conclusion
This research adopted a combined qualitative and quantitative approach to examining
the role of the arts in the well-being of Australian rural communities, with a focus on
the case-study region of the Mid West, WA. Data were collected using a multi-method
approach of participation-observation, interviews, and a self-complete survey
questionnaire for primary sources of data, and secondary sources of data collected from
government reports, media and community-based publications, and census data. The
data were analysed and have been presented according to the research objectives, as
stated in Section 1.2. This chapter, thus, concludes the theoretical and contextual
framework for this thesis. The following chapters present the results and discussion on
the social well-being of the region, the nature and extent of arts engagement in the
region, and finally, the role of the arts in the social well-being of the region. By
analysing the social well-being of the region in this way, a more nuanced and subtle
understanding of the dynamics of social institutions and social well-being can be
examined.
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6.0 The social well-being of the rural Mid West region of
Western Australia

6.1 Introduction
There is a considerable body of evidence indicating that social participation contributes
towards health status (see Section 2.4). This view is supported by public health policy
and practice through increasing interest in the social determinants of health (Wilkinson
and Marmot, 2003). While meaningful community participation is recognised as
important for the resilience of rural communities (Paton and Johnston, 2001; Oliver et
al., 2006), social well-being and social equity have sometimes been overlooked in rural
research in favour of economic variables, which appear much more urgent as they relate
to employment and the survival and success of individual enterprises. As such, social
well-being often seems far too nebulous to be dealt with in short-term policy and
research (Black et al., 2000). However, participants in the Australia 2020 Summit7
concluded that adequate social infrastructure in local communities is one of the
principal determinants of community strength (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008). It is
also widely accepted that social capital, associated with networks, trust, reciprocity, and
cohesiveness helps to reduce social disparities and build resilience to economic
challenges (Worthington and Dollery, 2000; Woodhouse, 2006). This chapter attempts
to quantify the social well-being of household survey respondents and to explore
differences associated with gender, age, sub-region of residence, and length of residence
among respondents. The quantitative results are discussed within the context of findings
from qualitative data collected in the region, that is, from interviews and participantobservation. Chapter 8.0 then combines the findings of this present chapter with
findings from Chapter 7.0 on arts engagement to clarify the influence of the arts on
social well-being for Australian rural communities.

7

The Summit was convened by Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd on 19 and 20 April 2008 to
inform a long term strategy for the nation‟s future
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6.2 Summary of descriptive statistics from the household survey
The following section provides descriptive data summaries of the household survey
sample. A total of 758 people responded to the survey, which included respondents
between 17 and 90 years of age. The mean age was 54.1 years with a standard deviation
(SD) of 15 (n = 741). Table 6.1 shows the gender of respondents, with a female
majority. This contrasts with census data presented in Table 4.7 (Section 4.4), which
shows a male majority within the region. It is well established that females respond to
paper-based surveys at higher rates than males. For example, a survey of college
students found that the female response rate was almost twice that of their male
counterparts (Sax et al., 2003), although response rates of both genders have declined
substantially since the late 1970s (Tourangeau, 2004). Tourangeau (2004) further notes
the reduction in the size of the sampling frame, relative to the total population, for
researchers using public databases in the selection of random samples for telephone and
postal surveys. This is because concerns over privacy and confidentiality, and increases
in unsolicited marketing and market research, have prompted more people to make their
contact details unavailable for public access. As well as having a higher response rate
than men, women are greater consumers of the arts (Costantoura, 2000; Australia
Council, 2010). Thus, considering the topic of the household survey on arts
engagement, this result is not surprising. The demographics of the respondents as a
comparison to the demographic of the region suggest that the results should be
interpreted with care and that broad inferences from the data to the regional population
may not be possible.

Along with an underrepresentation of males, the sample also underrepresented the
Aboriginal population within the region. As shown in Table 6.2, only 14 respondents
(1.8%) claim to be of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander decent. With cross-cultural
research worldwide, difficulties in obtaining representative samples have been attributed
to fundamental differences in framing and understanding issues, availability and
willingness to participate, geographic isolation, and other cultural nuances (Ilesanmi,
2009). For example, in Australian Aboriginal health research, there are inconsistencies
with data collection, the source of those data, and the analysis, interpretation, and
ownership of data (Freemantle et al., 2007). Furthermore, marginalised and minority
populations have not only felt misunderstood by mainstream researchers, but past
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exploitation and misrepresentation make some cultural groups sceptical of research
motives and outcomes (Herring, 1999 as cited in Ilesanmi, 2009).

Table 6.1 Gender of respondents to the household survey
Gender
Male
Female
Not Stated
Total

Frequency
272
485
1
758

%
35.9
64.0
0.1
100.0

Table 6.2 Indigenous status of respondents to the household survey
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
Yes
No
Not Stated
Total

Frequency
14
734
10
758

%
1.8
96.8
1.3
100.0

Donovan and Spark (1997) provide guidelines for conducting survey research within
remote Aboriginal communities. They note the difficulties in conducting research with
respect to not only cultural differences and language barriers (for some Aboriginal
people, English is their second, third, or fourth language) but also housing shortages and
extensive travel of individuals and families (Donovan and Spark, 1997). Thus, the time
commitment required to establish trust and satisfy cultural obligations can be
prohibitive for many researchers. It is important to note that this research did not have a
specific Indigenous focus, and thus the expense and resources required for obtaining full
Indigenous representation within the household survey was considered beyond its
capacity. Instead, the Indigenous perspective and situation was gleaned largely from
qualitative data. While not providing statistical data, in-depth interviews and
participant-observation provided an understanding and context within which to frame
the Indigenous perspective and their unique situation with respect to this research.

In terms of occupational status, the household survey sample contained a greater
proportion of managers, as shown in Table 6.3, when compared to the 2006 census
results. There was also a marginally higher proportion of professionals and a smaller
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proportion of machine operators and drivers when compared to the 2006 census, as
shown previously in Table 4.2 (Section 4.3). Eighteen per cent of respondents stated
they were retired, which is consistent with the high mean age of the sample at 54.1
years. The proportion of respondents engaged in home duties and as unpaid carers was
18 per cent, which was anticipated given the nature of the survey distribution to
households. Only two per cent of the household sample stated that they were
unemployed.

Table 6.3 Occupation of household survey respondents

Occupation
Managers
Professionals
Technicians and Trades Workers
Community and Personal Service Workers
Clerical and Administration Workers
Sales Workers
Machine Operators and Drivers
Labourers
Total Employed
Retired
Home Duties/Unpaid Carer
Unemployed
Student
Not Stated/Inadequately Described
Total Responses

Frequency
134
85
48
41
55
16
12
23
414
134
88
2
3
117
758

%
17.7
11.2
6.3
5.4
7.3
2.1
1.6
3.0
54.6
17.7
11.6
0.3
0.4
15.4
100.0

Total
Employed,
2006* (%)
32.4
20.5
11.6
9.9
13.3
3.9
2.9
5.6
100.0

*Data presented previously in Table 4.2 (Source: ABS, 2008a)

According to the 2006 census data presented in Table 4.5., 63.4 per cent of the
population in the Mid West region resided in the Geraldton sub-region, 14.1 per cent in
the coastal sub-region, 12.3 per cent in the agricultural sub-region, and 10.2 per cent in
the mining/pastoral sub-region (ABS, 2008a). As this study was primarily concerned
with rural populations, the area encompassing the City of Geraldton-Greenough was not
included in the household survey distribution. Thus, of the remaining population, 7,272
people or 38.5 per cent resided in the coastal sub-region, 6369 (33.7%) in the
agricultural sub-region, and 5,259 (27.8%) lived in the mining/pastoral sub-region
(ABS, 2008a). Table 6.4 shows the place of usual residence of household survey
respondents. The majority of respondents resided in coastal sub-region of the Mid West,
and the smallest proportion of responses was received from the mining/pastoral sub117

region. The reason for the over-representation of coastal residents is reflective of the
distribution method chosen for this research. According to Australia Post, the number of
private addresses available for unaddressed mail delivery (as opposed to business
addresses) within the region was 4,080 and almost half of these (47.6%) were in the
coastal sub-region, one-third in the agricultural sub-region (33.0%), and the remaining
19.4 per cent in the pastoral/mining sub-region.

Table 6.4 Usual place of residence for respondents to the household survey
Shire of residence
Coastal
Northampton
Irwin
Agricultural
Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Mingenew
Morawa
Perenjori
Three Springs
Mining/Pastoral
Cue
Meekatharra
Mt Magnet
Murchison
Sandstone
Wiluna
Yalgoo
Not Stated
Total

Frequency
433
176
258
218
52
4
6
38
53
32
30
107
13
39
23
15
11
1
4
3
758

%
57.1
23.2
34.0
28.8
6.9
0.5
0.8
5.0
7.0
4.2
4.0
14.1
1.7
5.1
3.0
2.0
1.5
0.1
0.5
0.4
100.0

In Section 4.4, it was suggested that the Mid West had the lowest level of population
mobility in regional WA. Respondents of the household survey had lived in their
resident shire for an average of 18.7 years (SD = 17.7, n = 753), within a range of zero
to 90 years. The respondents‟ previous place of residence, if their current place of
residence had been less than 10 years, is shown in Table 6.5. Almost half of the
respondents (45%) who had spent less than 10 years in their current place of residence
had previously lived in another non-metropolitan region of WA, 26 per cent had
previously lived in Perth, and 15 per cent were from another shire within the Mid West
region.
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Table 6.5 Previous place of residence (if less than 10 years) of household survey
respondents
Previous place of residence
Other Mid West shire
Perth
Other region in WA
Australian capital city (excl. Perth)
Regional Australia (excl. WA)
Overseas
Total

Frequency
50
85
145
8
28
7
323

%
15.5
26.3
44.9
2.5
8.7
2.2
100.0

6.3 Towards a model for well-being using the well-being index
A Principal Components Analysis (PCA) was conducted on the 17 items of the wellbeing index in the household survey using orthogonal rotation (Varimax). As described
in Section 5.3 (Table 5.1), individual items on the well-being index were chosen to
represent what were considered to be different dimensions of social well-being (see
Appendix B, Section 3). The index included direct cognitive measures of well-being
that related to life satisfaction (Q18) and community satisfaction (Q19). Individual wellbeing was gauged through questions relating specifically to personal attitudes and traits
(Q21, Q26, and Q31) and positive and negative affect (Q24, Q28, Q32, and Q34).
Questions concerning social capital were used to determine groups and networks (Q20),
trust and solidarity (Q22, Q30, and Q33), information and communication (Q25, and
Q27), social cohesion and inclusion (Q29), and empowerment and political action
(Q23). To avoid bias on the part of the respondent, questions 21, 24, 25, 28, and 29
were negatively worded, with the scores reversed during data analysis to make them
consistent with the rest of the data.

Descriptive statistics for the individual items on the well-being index are shown in
Table 6.6. The correlation matrix revealed a considerable number of correlations over
0.3, which indicates that the matrix is suitable for PCA. This is confirmed through
Bartlett‟s test of sphericity, χ2(136) = 4388.752, p = 0.000 and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) measure of sampling adequacy, KMO = 0.903, which is well above the
acceptable limit of 0.6 (Coakes and Steed, 1999). The KMO values for individual items
were greater than 0.867, which is above the acceptable limit of 0.5 (Field, 2009). An
initial analysis was run to obtain eigenvalues for each component in the data. Three
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components had eigenvalues over Kaiser‟s criterion of one and they combined to
explain 52.8 per cent of the variance, as shown in Table 6.7. The scree plot, shown in
Figure 6.1, showed an inflection at component four, which justifies retaining the first
three components and supports Kaiser‟s criterion. Therefore these components were
retained in the final analysis.

Table 6.6 Descriptive statistics for individual items on the well-being index
n
Direct Cognitive Well-being
Life satisfaction
Community satisfaction
Individual Well-being
Doubts about ability to succeed
Often feel bored
Things have gone my way
Felt depressed or unhappy
Go out of my way to help someone
Felt excited or interested in something
Felt pleased about having accomplished something
Community Well-being
Have friends I can turn to
People in community are willing to help
I can make an impact in making my community a
better place to live
I have difficulty communicating my ideas to others
I have a strong understanding of issues affecting my
community
Feel lonely or remote from other people
Feel connected with my community
My community is a safe place to live
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SD

746
747

7.2
6.7

2.1
2.2

739
745
745
747
746
745
747

5.9
6.5
5.8
6.9
7.6
6.8
7.3

2.9
3.1
2.4
2.9
1.7
2.3
2.1

744
748

7.6
7.2

2.4
2.3

744
745

6.5
6.0

2.2
2.8

746
744
747
747

6.8
6.8
6.2
7.8

2.1
3.0
2.3
2.2

Table 6.7 Total variance explained by the components of the well-being index

Component

Extraction Sums of Squared
Initial Eigenvalues

Total

Loadings

% of

Cumulative

Variance

%

Total

Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings

% of

Cumulative

Variance

%

Total

% of

Cumulative

Variance

%

1

6.024

35.433

35.433

6.024

35.433

35.433

3.826

22.503

22.503

2

1.688

9.931

45.365

1.688

9.931

45.365

2.810

16.530

39.033

3

1.268

7.456

52.821

1.268

7.456

52.821

2.344

13.788

52.821

4

.970

5.706

58.527

5

.921

5.421

63.948

6

.757

4.453

68.401

7

.720

4.236

72.637

8

.645

3.794

76.430

9

.595

3.499

79.929

10

.584

3.435

83.364

11

.518

3.047

86.411

12

.493

2.897

89.308

13

.450

2.646

91.954

14

.417

2.452

94.406

15

.368

2.164

96.570

16

.355

2.087

98.657

17

.228

1.343

100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

121

Figure 6.1 Scree plot of component eigenvalues for the well-being index

Table 6.8 shows the factor loadings after rotation. Component one shows higher factor
loadings on six of the eight items on the well-being index that were derived from a
social capital index, as a measure of community well-being, as well as the direct
cognitive measure of well-being concerned with community satisfaction, and one item
that represents individual well-being, which related to helping others, shown previously
in Table 6.6. Component two showed high factor loadings for personal life satisfaction
with all the negatively worded items for both individual and community well-being.
This supports the view proposed in Section 5.2 of the relative independence of positive
and negative well-being, or well-being and ill-being. Component three had high
loadings for personal satisfaction, as well as three of the seven items concerning
individual well-being, from Table 6.6. These three items did not include any of the
items that loaded highly on the other two components. Thus, the items that cluster on
the same components suggest that component one encompassed the social aspects of
well-being (social well-being), component two comprised negative aspects of wellbeing (ill being), despite these variables being recoded to be consistent with the
positively worded questions, and component three represented individual factors
contributing to well-being (individual well-being).
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Table 6.8 Summary of PCA results for items on the well-being index

Rotated Component Loadings

Item

1

2

3

18. Thinking about your own life and personal circumstances, how

.342

.409

.475

satisfied are you with your life as a whole? (direct cognitive, general)
19. How satisfied are you with feeling part of your community?
(direct cognitive, specific)

.750

.293

.172

21. On occasion, I have doubts about my ability to succeed in life
(individual, personal attitudes and traits)

.020

.643

.134

24. I often feel bored (individual, positive and negative affect)

.168

.702

.056

26. Things have really gone my way over the past few weeks
(individual, personal attitudes and traits)

.185

.122

.718

28. During the past few weeks I have felt depressed or very unhappy

.090

.697

.358

.471

.036

.212

.222

.129

.768

.294

.167

.756

20. I have friends I can turn to when times are tough (community,

.609

.275

.125

groups and networks)
22. Most people who live in my community are willing to help you if
you need it (community, trust and solidarity)

.748

.164

.023

23. I feel I can make an impact in making my community a better

.624

.111

.262

.154

.659

-.033

.611

.040

.208

29. I feel very lonely or remote from other people (community, social

.271

.706

.204

cohesion and inclusion)
30. I feel connected with my community (community, trust and
solidarity)

.796

.233

.164

33. My community is a safe place to live (community, trust and

.543

.029

.140

Eigenvalues

3.826

2.810

2.344

% of variance

22.503

16.530

13.788

.835

.762

.777

(individual, positive and negative affect)
31. I always go out of my way to help someone in trouble (individual,
personal attitudes and traits)
32. During the past few weeks I have felt particularly excited or
interested in something (individual, positive and negative affect)
34. During the past few weeks I have felt pleased about having
accomplished something (individual, positive and negative affect)

place to live (community, empowerment and political action)
25. I have difficulty communicating my ideas to others (community,
information and communication)
27. I have a strong understanding of the issues that affect my
community (community, information and communication)

solidarity)

a
Note: Component loadings over .04 appear in bold
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The resulting component scores were used as the dependent variables with independent
variables (usually referred to as predictor variables in regression analysis) thought to
influence well-being derived from the literature. Independent variable selection was
based on an understanding of the concept of well-being, as reviewed in Section 2.4, and
theories on how well-being is obtained and maintained, as reviewed in Section 5.2. For
example, well-being is influenced and maintained by a combination of individual,
cultural, and social factors and is often viewed as a final outcome measure of social
background, personality, social networks, and satisfaction (Wearing and Headey, 1998).
Personality and attitudes are thought to contribute more variance within well-being than
demographic variables (Diener, 2009). Yet, the factors influencing well-being are both
independent and multi-dimensional. Poverty studies, where well-being represents the
absence of poverty, consider education, employment, and health care, as well as other
social factors and freedoms, as fundamental to the understanding of the concept of
poverty (Maxwell, 1999). By contrast, social well-being refers more specifically to the
relationship of individuals to those around them, including their geographical
community, which is reflected through identity, cohesion, and belonging, as well as the
positive aspects of social capital (Jermyn, 2001; McQueen-Thomson and Ziguras, 2002;
Mills and Brown, 2004).

This research was interested in understanding why some communities adapt better to
change than others. From the statistics provided in Chapter 4.0, the geographical subregions within the Mid West display distinct demographic patterns which reflect both
the industry base and the lifestyle offered by those residing in those regions. Recall
from Table 4.7 that there was a prominent gender imbalance, especially within the
mining/pastoral sub-region. Thus, while there is little evidence to support differences in
well-being between genders (Diener, 2009), it is interesting to reflect on possible
differences in well-being of males and females across the sub-regions, therefore
providing an indication of elements within those sub-regions that are perhaps more
attractive or fulfilling for either gender. Similarly, the sub-regions have variable age
distributions, as was shown in Figures 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3, displaying distinct differences
in trends for males and females. For example, there is a higher proportion of 20 to 54
year olds in the mining/pastoral sub-region, a pattern especially prominent for males,
and a greater proportion of people over 54 in the coastal sub-region.

124

As both age and gender patterns varied between the different sub-regions of the Mid
West, the sub-region of residence was also an important variable to consider. The subregions also possess different levels of socio-economic advantage and disadvantage
resulting from, among other things, the predominant industry of the sub-region and the
level of remoteness. Length of residence within these sub-regions was considered
important because the Mid West is thought to have the most stable population in
regional WA, with almost twice as many people stating that they lived in the same place
for the last 10 years than in any other region (Department of Commerce and Trade,
1999). As well-being encompasses sense of belonging, sense of place, and identity, it
was of interest to consider whether there was a relationship between factors influencing
social well-being and the length of residence for residents within the Mid West, which
would offer some explanation of the patterns of stability of the population, as described
in the literature.

Patterns of employment, income, and educational attainment were also explored in
Sections 4.3 and 4.5, because they are considered to be important variables in studies of
poverty and socio-economic disadvantage. Within a rural context, however, there are a
number of key considerations that can have an influence on educational access and
retention, as well as levels of income, and these may not be consistent with the findings
of the literature. Educational advantage and/or disadvantage is closely associated with
socioeconomic status (James and Beckett, 2000). However, as educational opportunities
are limited in rural areas, many young people leave home for senior high school and
tertiary education (Alston, 2004; Argent and Walmsley, 2008). School retention rates
are lower among rural residents and fewer rural and remote dwellers, per capita, attend
university (James and Beckett, 2000). In terms of employment, there are fewer
professional opportunities in the regions, so those who do leave for further education
often have little incentive to return. Due to isolation and remoteness, other incentives
are employed to encourage skilled and professional workers into the regions, including
higher incomes, the provision of housing and other benefits, and career-based
incentives. It is also of note that women have fewer opportunities for paid employment
in rural areas (Warner-Smith and Brown, 2002). Limited employment opportunities can
further contribute to role-strain induced stress for partners of employees (Sharma and
Rees, 2007).
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Independent variables in regression modelling are known to have additive effects, in
terms of both the complexity of the model, but also the increase in the amount of
variance, or error, which increases uncertainty (von Eye and Schuster, 1998). Thus, with
a higher number of predictor variables, there is an increased risk of the data overadjusting to fit the model and patterns may be generating within the data as a result of
the increase in the number of variables, and not necessarily because of the increased
association between them. The statistical component of this research was conducted
with a preference towards reducing complexity within the model and, therefore,
increasing interpretability and certainty with inferences made from the results. Thus, in
order to limit the number of variables so that the statistical output can be more
meaningful and easier to interpret, only those variables of primary interest to the
research were included within the model.

It was assumed that the predictor variables could be used to make inferences about the
excluded variables due to an understanding of the associations between them, as stated
in the literature, and specifically for the region, as detailed in Chapter 4.0. Thus, a
backward multiple regression was conducted using a full factorial multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA). This was done to avoid the recoding of data as dummy
variables, which is necessary in a multiple regression because it is designed for use with
continuous independent variables, not discrete variables, as described in Section 5.4.
Furthermore, a multiple regression is used for only one dependent variable, whereas
MANOVA enables the prediction of multiple dependent variables from more than one
independent variable. The final predictor variables entered into the model were gender
(male; female), age in years (15 to 24; 25 to 54; 55 to 64; 65 and over), sub-region of
residence (coastal; agricultural; mining/pastoral), and number of years resident in
current shire (less than 2; 2 to 4; 5 to 9; 10 or more), and all the possible combinations
of interaction effects between them. Relationships that were not significant were
manually removed from the model using backward regression.
The final model output for the MANOVA analysis, including the model design and
multivariate tests, are shown in Table 6.9. Using Pillai‟s trace, selected for its
robustness with uneven categories of data (Field, 2009), the model shows a significant
effect on well-being for age, V = 0.073, F(9,861) = 2.401, p = 0.011, a significant two
way interaction for gender and age, V = 0.061, F(9,861) = 1.996, p = 0.037, and a
significant three-way interaction for gender, region of residence, and number of years
126

resident in the current shire, V = 0.074, F(12,861) = 1.819, p = 0.041. Therefore, there
was a significant difference in the well-being profile as measured by this survey for
respondents across gender, age, region, and number of years in the present shire.

Table 6.9 Full model output for MANOVA analysis using backward regression: (a)
Multivariate Tests; (b) Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
(a) Multivariate Tests
V (Pillai‟s Trace)

Effect
Intercept

F

.023

Hypothesis df

Error df

Sig.

2.233

a

3

285

.085

a

3

285

.315

Gender

.012

1.187

Region

.009

.435

6

572

.856

AgeCat

.073

2.401

9

861

.011

ShireYrA

.051

1.653

9

861

.096

Region * ShireYrA

.040

.779

15

861

.702

Gender * ShireYrA

.044

1.421

9

861

.175

AgeCat * ShireYrA

.059

1.427

12

861

.147

Gender * Region

.022

1.078

6

572

.374

Region * AgeCat

.050

.807

18

861

.694

Gender * AgeCat

.061

1.996

9

861

.037

Gender * Region * ShireYrA

.074

1.819

12

861

.041

Model Design: Intercept + Gender + Region + AgeCat + ShireYrA + Region *
ShireYrA + Gender * ShireYrA + AgeCat * ShireYrA + Gender * Region +
Region * AgeCat + Gender * AgeCat + Gender * Region * ShireYrA

(b) Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Source

Corrected
Model

Dependent Variable

Social well-being
Ill being
Individual well-being

Intercept

Gender

Region

AgeCat

Type III Sum of

Mean

Squares

df

Square

F

Sig.

a

37

1.148

1.346

.095

b

37

1.446

1.603

.018

c

37

1.260

1.359

.088

42.480
53.491

46.620

Social well-being

.550

1

.550

.645

.423

Ill being

.196

1

.196

.217

.641

Individual well-being

4.833

1

4.833

5.214

.023

Social well-being

2.976

1

2.976

3.490

.063

Ill being

.217

1

.217

.241

.624

Individual well-being

.094

1

.094

.101

.751

Social well-being

1.092

2

.546

.640

.528

Ill being

.858

2

.429

.476

.622

Individual well-being

.332

2

.166

.179

.836

Social well-being

3.504

3

1.168

1.370

.252

Ill being

8.648

3

2.883

3.197

.024

Individual well-being

8.867

3

2.956

3.189

.024
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ShireYrA

Social well-being

5.222

3

1.741

2.041

.108

Ill being

4.766

3

1.589

1.762

.155

Individual well-being

4.480

3

1.493

1.611

.187

Region *

Social well-being

4.686

5

.937

1.099

.361

ShireYrA

Ill being

5.556

5

1.111

1.232

.294

Individual well-being

.668

5

.134

.144

.982

Social well-being

1.441

3

.480

.563

.640

8.454

3

2.818

3.125

.026

Individual well-being

.889

3

.296

.320

.811

AgeCat *

Social well-being

2.629

4

.657

.771

.545

ShireYrA

Ill being

7.866

4

1.966

2.181

.071

Individual well-being

6.269

4

1.567

1.691

.152

Gender *

Social well-being

.017

2

.008

.010

.990

Region

Ill being

.320

2

.160

.178

.837

Individual well-being

5.714

2

2.857

3.083

.047

Region *

Social well-being

3.309

6

.552

.647

.693

AgeCat

Ill being

3.998

6

.666

.739

.619

Individual well-being

7.632

6

1.272

1.372

.226

Gender *

Social well-being

4.555

3

1.518

1.780

.151

AgeCat

Ill being

7.747

3

2.582

2.863

.037

Individual well-being

3.196

3

1.065

1.149

.329

Gender *

Social well-being

8.072

4

2.018

2.366

.053

Region *

Ill being

2.818

4

.704

.781

.538

ShireYrA

Individual well-being

8.541

4

2.135

2.304

.059

Error

Social well-being

244.766

287

.853

Ill being

258.815

287

.902

Individual well-being

265.999

287

.927

Social well-being

298.614

325

Ill being

312.456

325

Individual well-being

314.938

325

Corrected

Social well-being

287.246

324

Total

Ill being

312.306

324

Individual well-being

312.618

324

Gender *

ShireYrA Ill being

Total

a. R Squared = .148 (Adjusted R Squared = .038)
b. R Squared = .171 (Adjusted R Squared = .064)
c. R Squared = .149 (Adjusted R Squared = .039)
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In Table 6.9(b), the R Squared values are shown in the footnote. These values represent
the percentage of variance accounted for by the regression model. These values range
from 14.8 per cent to 17.1 per cent of the variance which suggest that there is a lot of
residual variability. In other words, a higher percentage would indicate that the
predicted values are closer to the observed values. The error values displayed in Table
6.9 are also fairly high when comparing the Sum of Squares (SS) values to the corrected
model. Therefore, while the model has yielded significant results, the high error value
suggests that there are other extraneous variables that have not been taken into account,
thereby reinforcing the complex nature of predicting well-being.

As mentioned in Section 5.4, there can be considerable ambiguity in the interpretation
of the main effects on a given dependent variable by the independent variables,
particularly when there is a significant interaction effect (Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996).
The presence of a significant interaction effect does little to indicate the direction of an
effect, but merely confirms that there is one. The presence of an interaction effect
further indicates that the interpretation of each independent variable can be very
misleading, and should be undertaken with caution as the relationship may be far more
complex, given particular conditions. Thus, while a detailed understanding, beyond
speculation, of the complexities underlying these differences requires more extensive
statistical examination, post-hoc tests, along with the closer examination of the
differences in mean well-being scores between groups where an interaction effect is
present can provide some clues to the nature of these differences.

Figure 6.2 plots the average scores for each well-being component across the age
category, which was shown to have a significant effect on the three well-being
components within the model. As a result of the analysis conducted using PASW, the
mean well-being scores were transformed to a mean of zero and a SD of one. Figure 6.2
reveals a visual difference between the patterns of individual well-being with ill-being
and social well-being over age. From Figure 6.2, 15 to 24 year olds (n = 26) have the
highest mean individual well-being
well-being and ill-being8

= 0.438, SD = 0.802, yet the lowest mean social

= 0.464, SD = 0.695 when compared to other age categories

(for full table of means, see Appendix Fi). Post-hoc analysis of variance (ANOVA)
revealed a significant difference across age for both ill-being, F(3) = 3.197, p = 0.024
8

Note that as a result of the score reversal of negatively worded questions, a high mean ill-being score
would imply the absence of negative well-being. Likewise, low mean ill-being scores imply the presence
of negative well-being.
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and individual well-being, F(3) = 3.189, p = 0.024. No significant difference was found
for social well-being over age. Within the literature, there has been little evidence of the
effect of age on happiness scales. Most research shows a slow rise in satisfaction with
age, and that positive and negative affect are experienced more intensely by the young
(Diener, 2009). This is demonstrated in this sample, as shown in Figure 6.2, where the
discrepancy between mean individual well-being and ill-being for the 15 to 24 year old
age category is greater than that for the other age categories.

Figure 6.2 Mean well-being scores by age category (n = 698)
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Following the significance in the model of the length of residence in the shire on the
three well-being components, the graphical representation of this relationship is shown
in Figure 6.3. A post-hoc test using Pillai‟s trace reveals a significant difference for
length of residence for the three well-being components, F(6,572) = 2.167, p = 0.045.
From Figure 6.3, mean individual well-being is relatively stable for those who had lived
in the shire for up to nine years, after which, the mean is higher for those who have
lived there for 10 years or more,

= 0.771, SD = 0.975, n = 15. Mean social well-being

appears to show a steady increase over the categories of length of residence. In contrast,
mean ill-being was lower for residents who had resided in the same shire for a longer
period of time, which implies a greater presence of negative well-being for this group
(for full table of means, see Appendix Fii).

Figure 6.3 Mean well-being scores by length of residence within the present shire
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In Section 5.4, it was noted that 59 per cent of Mid West residents had lived in the same
place for the period 1987 to 1997, which was twice as many as the other nonmetropolitan regions of WA. Thus, the Mid West region was considered to have the
most stable population of all the state‟s regions (Department of Commerce and Trade,
1999). It could be interpreted that place identity and belonging had an impact on the
well-being of respondents. In regional Australia, generally, there is a strong sense of
identity through a connection to place over time. This is especially apparent in the
colloquial identification of a local in contrast to a “blow-in”, that is, someone who has
“blown-in” on the wind and not necessarily committed to stay (Garbutt, 2005). In some
instances, the transition from being a “blow-in” to achieving “local” status may take
several decades to a lifetime. While being recognised as local may not necessarily
contribute towards well-being, per-se, the exclusionary notion of the term to those who
are not considered local would arguably impact particularly on the social well-being of
the residents concerned. Examination of each of the well-being components using
ANOVA revealed a significant difference for mean social well-being over length of
residence F(2,287) = 3.988, p = 0.020. Differences over length of residence for both illbeing and individual well-being were not significant.

There was a significant interaction within the model between gender and sub-region of
residence. A difference can be gleaned between groups from Figure 6.4, particularly in
the mean well-being profile of males and females within the mining/pastoral sub-region
(for full table of means, see Appendix Fiii). Coastal residents of both genders have the
most favourable mean scores on all three components of well-being, and mean social
well-being for both genders is also higher for agricultural residents,
0.991, n = 205, than for mining/pastoral residents,

= 0.031, SD =

= -0.285, SD = 1.154, n = 104,

where the lowest mean scores for this component of well-being occur. Female
mining/pastoral residents (n = 60) also had lower mean ill-being scores

= -0.162, SD

= 1.024, suggesting the presence of negative well-being, yet had the highest mean
individual well-being scores

= 0.220, SD = 1.123, while the inverse is apparent for

their male counterparts (n = 44), that is

= 0.022, SD = 0.976 and

1.123, respectively.

132

= -0.224, SD =

Figure 6.4 Mean well-being scores by gender and sub-region of residence

Interpretation of the results presented in Figure 6.4 is complex. As mentioned in Section
5.5, remoteness can restrict accessibility to goods and services and opportunities for
social interaction (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 1999). Both
remoteness and other environmental factors, such as natural disasters of flood, fire, and
drought can impact on residents mental health (Commonwealth Department of Health
and Aged Care, 2000; Wainer and Chesters, 2000; Sharma and Rees, 2007). While
studies are emerging on the nuances of the mental health and well-being of regional
residents, such as Sharma and Rees‟ (2007) article on the mental health of women in
remote Australian mining towns, there are calls for further research to understand the
multiple and interacting causes of spatial differences in levels of morbidity and
mortality (Fraser et al., 2002). Inherent differences in employment and income between
genders within these communities may have an impact on well-being (Warner-Smith
and Brown, 2002; Sharma and Rees, 2007). However, identifying the exact nature of
these relationships is beyond the capacity of the current analysis. The post-hoc
ANOVAs for each well-being component revealed a significant difference between the
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groups on the individual well-being component, F(2) = 3.083, p = 0.047, which appears,
from Figure 6.4, to show an inverse pattern over the sub-regions for males compared to
females, with a higher mean for females in mining/pastoral and agricultural sub-regions,
as mentioned above.

Figure 6.5 Mean well-being scores by gender and age category

There was a significant interaction effect between gender and age within the model. A
closer examination of the interaction between gender and age, as shown in Figure 6.5,
reveals a similar pattern for the well-being components, with a greater variation among
the well-being components for the 15-24 year old age group. While this trend of high
mean individual well-being

= 0.373, SD = 0.787 and lower mean social well-being

= -0.630, SD = 0.985 is mirrored by their female counterparts (n = 24), the difference
for males is unreliable as there was only two respondents within this category (see
Appendix Fiv for full table of means). Post-hoc ANOVA showed no significant
difference for either social, or individual well-being, yet there was a significant
difference on mean ill-being scores across age and gender, F(3) = 2.863, p = 0.037.
134

Within the model, there was a significant three way interaction effect between subregion, gender, and length of residence in the present shire. From Figure 6.6, it is
evident that there are differences in the patterns of mean well-being component scores
for males and females across different regions, and according to their length of
residence in the shire. Although these data need to be interpreted with caution, as some
of the most prominent trends, as shown in Figure 6.6, have very low numbers of
respondents for the given categories. For example, all three well-being components
showed higher means for females living in the agricultural sub-region for more than 10
years, yet there is only one respondent who falls into this category (for full table of
means, see Appendix Fv). Similarly, there was only one male respondent who had lived
in the mining/pastoral sub-region for more than 10 years, and one female in this subregion for 5 to 9 years (there was no data for females who had lived in the
mining/pastoral sub-region for 10 years or more). Figure 6.6, like the other figures
presented in this section, can only provide a very limited visual indication on the nature
of this relationship, and possibly an unreliable one where there are only a small number
of cases in individual groups. The literature notes that there is little difference in global
happiness or satisfaction between the sexes, however, women report higher variation in
positive and negative affect (Diener, 2009). While this has not necessarily been
demonstrated by these results, there are other factors that may explain differences
between males and females in terms of personality and social contact. For example,
extraverts are happier than introverts, and social contact is related to subjective wellbeing, although findings on this topic have been mixed (Diener, 2009).

As previously discussed, it is important to note in the interpretation of the results
presented in this section, that the ill-being component represents a clustering of
negatively worded items on the well-being index that were re-coded so they would be
consistent with the direction of all the other items on the scale. Therefore, a lower mean
ill-being score indicates that the respondents agreed more strongly with the negatively
worded questions on the well-being index, suggesting that low ill-being scores indicate
a greater presence of ill-being, or negative well-being. Whereas higher ill-being scores
indicates less presence, or an absence of ill-being. There is evidence to support both the
different functioning of positive and negative affect (Tov and Diener, 2009), as well as
positive and negative well-being, or ill-being (Huppert and Whittington, 2003).
Previous studies employing factor analysis have demonstrated that the presence of well135

being is not necessarily correlated with the absence ill-being (Headey et al., 1985).
Furthermore, mortality is predicted by the absence of positive well-being, rather than
the presence of psychological symptoms (Huppert and Whittington, 2003). The
independent nature of both well-being and ill-being has been demonstrated in this
research by the grouping of well-being items resulting from the PCA analysis into social
well-being, individual well-being, and ill-being.

Overall, the results suggest that well-being in the Mid West region for the household
survey sample is affected by age, the interaction between age and gender, and an
interaction between gender, sub-region of residence, and length of residence within the
present shire. While some discussion has been provided in this present section,
understanding and interpreting the nature of these relationships would warrant further
investigation given both the limitations of these statistical tests and the complex nature
of the relationships involved. The following section presents the qualitative data
collected as part of this research, which enables a more complete discussion and context
within which to frame the results of the household survey.
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Figure 6.6 Mean well-being scores by gender, sub-region of residence, and length
of residence in the shire
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6.4 Exploring social well-being in the rural Mid West region: A
Qualitative Assessment
An interest in the social well-being of rural Australia stems from a concern over rural
decline following Australian economic reform in the 1980s, technological development,
and environmental degradation (Tonts and Jones, 1997; Alston, 2007). However, as
described in Section 3.4, not all communities in regional and rural Australia are
suffering from decline. The relative advantage or disadvantage of a given rural
community can be determined, to an extent, from its geographical location, principal
industries, the attraction and retention of human and financial capital, and other cultural
and social factors conducive to a supportive and sustainable community (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2002; Stafford Smith et al., 2008). Sections 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5
detailed the nature of change in economic and population dynamics across the SLAs
and sub-regions of the Mid West. Thus, if income, employment, and population are
indicative of the health of a region, then these characteristics should also influence the
nature of the well-being of the residents from various sub-regions within the Mid West
region. Specifically, it would be expected that residents of the coastal and
mining/pastoral

sub-regions

within

the

Mid

West,

as

population

and

income/employment advantaged, respectively, would be faring better than residents of
the agricultural sub-region, which would be experiencing population stagnation and
employment disadvantage. Yet, Figure 6.6 presents a rather more complex pattern to the
nature of this relationship. Similarly, the interviews provide a deeper context for this
rather simplistic interpretation of community advantage and disadvantage. For example,
while a female farmer and local craft group member in her late 50s in the agricultural
sub-region lamented the decreasing viability of her family farm, her ability to reflect on
the situation with a sense of humour is captured in the following quote:
Our children want to live here, but they know they can‟t. Can‟t afford to.
You can only carry one family on most of these farms… Most of the
parents want their kids to get an apprenticeship or something, they don‟t
want to be farmers. It‟s not a very good area is it, on the whole? Oh, but
it‟s character building and we‟ve all got far too much character.

While the coastal, agricultural, and mining/pastoral sub-regions of the Mid West
broadly follow the social, demographic, and economic trends and patterns described in
the literature, it is important to note that the nature of change within each sub-region is
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highly variable between individual SLAs (see Sections 5.2 and 5.3). Thus, while
employment, income, location, and population growth or decline impact on the wellbeing of rural communities in the Mid West, access to education, health and other
services, rural amenity, and sense of belonging are also important factors in community
sustainability and well-being. Worthington and Dollery (2000), among others, suggest
that it is the communities themselves that hold the key to their health (Minkler et al.,
2008). Sentiment such as this may imply that the responsibility for community welfare,
including the provision of basic services and facilities, should lay more with local
government and individual residents, and less with state and federal governments. If this
is the case, then local residents need to be empowered to develop a sense of community
control, which fosters resilience through civic participation (Bush and Baum, 2001).

Rural Australia, traditionally, is heavily reliant on volunteers and has a longstanding
reputation for self-reliance to provide services that would not otherwise be
economically feasible in a free market economy, and are often too costly for
government to provide (Fuller et al., 2000). Especially within the agricultural subregion, there was an assumption that productive and supportive communities were built
upon a commitment to place and a sense of empowerment among residents (Kim and
Kaplan, 2004; Manzo and Perkins, 2006). Yet, it has become increasingly difficult to
continue in this way as globalisation, and subsequent economic reform, have
contributed to depopulation in remote areas with already low population densities. A
female farmer from the agricultural sub-region in her early 60s lamented the loss of a
key community member who was instrumental in the organisation of a national
handicraft event in the local area:
A lot of our “do-ers” have gone. A lot of our pushers and shakers have
gone. There‟s a few of us stickers left [laughs]… She was such an
organiser and a “do-er”, she didn‟t expect anything more than what she
could do herself.

Despite the reputation of the Mid West as having the most stable population of the
regions within WA, the population of the more remote mining and pastoral communities
are often referred to as transient. Transient workers are tied to particular industries, such
as the mining industry, as well as skilled and educated workers, who are often posted to
the area on one or two year contracts. As local human resources, education, and training
opportunities are limited, many of these workers are sourced from outside the region
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with various incentives and other benefits to attract them to the regions (Nadkarni and
Stening, 1989; Holub and Williams, 1996). The difficulty with a transient population is
that changes in industry, such as mine closures, have a significant impact on small
communities, particularly when workers on the mines, and others who support them,
live within the communities themselves (Haslam McKenzie, 2011). Workers‟ families
and partners have a huge impact on the town in terms of numbers of volunteers and
participants available to dedicate time to committees, fundraising, action groups,
sporting teams, and other activities. Despite the assumption of the mining/pastoral subregion as being among the income/employment advantaged communities (Baum et al.,
2005b), such communities are highly dependent on the economic viability of natural
resources and global economic forces. Thus, while employment and income can attract
people to the region, the remoteness and lack of services and facilities is a major
disadvantage for retaining population in the sub-region. This dilemma was expressed by
a local resident from the mining/pastoral sub-region in her early 20s:
The decrease in population is the first thing you notice [after the close of
the mine], and with that goes the talented people. You‟ve now lost lots of
young families with children from the playgroup, from P&C9, those ladies
organised other things.

In addition to the lack of services and facilities in the mining/pastoral sub-region, the
tendency for scheduling long hours, shift work, and FIFO can undermine commitment
to the region, and reduce volunteerism for community activities (Haslam McKenzie,
2011). As previously mentioned, a heavy reliance on volunteers, typical of rural and
regional Australia, has been attributed to the resilience of agricultural communities,
despite the limited opportunities resulting from the lack of economies of scale (Sobels et
al., 2001; Darian-Smith, 2011). In contrast to the agricultural communities, however,
there is a sense that residents within remote mining areas are not as empowered to enact
change as are their agricultural sub-region counterparts. Thus, while they are keen to see
activities and events happen in their town, they are reluctant to commit the time or
energy to achieve it. As explained by a social worker from the mining/pastoral subregion in his early 50s:

9

Parents & Citizens' Associations (P&Cs) were formalised under the School Education Act 1999 for the
purpose of supporting the government school system for the benefit of the students. They generally
provide volunteer support, raise funds for infrastructure and other expenses and assist in the
administration of their school.
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What we don‟t have is someone who will pull it together. That somebody
might exist in this town, but that somebody is not going to do it if they
don‟t get something for it. Because people don‟t have the time or the
energy, they‟re struggling, again, day-by-day for their own existence.
Where will they find time and energy to put in extra for something like
this unless you put in a couple of dollars for it?
The migration to coastal or “sea change” communities, is a national phenomenon
(Gurran and Blakely, 2007). As disucssed in Section 3.4, these communities are
considered “population growth advantaged” (Baum et al., 2005d). Yet, some of the
fastest growing coastal towns have the highest unemployment and are the lowest paid as
a result of the attraction of cheaper housing and more affordable lifestyle opportunities
to populations that are often already disadvantaged in socio-economic terms (O'Connor,
2001; Gurran and Blakely, 2007). A common perception amongst residents in “sea
change” communities is that the high influx and turnover of residents creates a sense of
social instability, resulting from migration turbulence (Gurran and Blakely, 2007). New
residents have little historical or emotional attachment to their new neighbourhood, and
are thus assumed to be less committed to the community. Tensions can further emerge
between the expectations of newcomers and the existing resources and local cultural
attitudes (Mayes and Haslam McKenzie, 2008). Furthermore, the physical and social
infrastructure needed to settle and integrate new residents to build sense of belonging
and community was often deficient due to a lack of resources and investment
(O'Connor, 2001). The influx of new residents has the potential to change the dynamics
of the coastal sub-region, and therefore local government and community groups require
additional capacity to fulfil the social needs of new residents and to assist with their
successful integration within the community.

Many agricultural communities in rural Australia are experiencing population
stagnation or decline (see Section 3.4). Farm sizes are growing (Best et al., 2000), yet
fewer farmers are needed to work the same area and fewer young people are staying in
rural areas due to poor education and employment opportunities (Dixon and Welch,
2000). Whilst rural communities could once rely on local sporting events and activities
for socialising, the declining population has resulted in team mergers and dwindling
memberships (Tonts, 2005). Sporting clubs are struggling financially due mostly to a
loss in numbers of not only players, but also officials, spectators, and volunteers
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(Townsend et al., 2002). An agricultural sub-region resident in her late 60s, who is a
prominent member of the local craft group, stated:
We‟ve always had good, strong football sides. We only have an A grade
side, there‟s no B grade side. Even the kids, they haven‟t got a full side.
We just have not got the kids. The school numbers have dropped down…
Once your football side goes and the pub, well nobody goes there. Your
town‟s dying. That‟s it. We didn‟t even play tennis last year, we didn‟t
have the numbers.
Yet, despite the financial hardship, many interviewees preferred to remain in their
current location because the sense of community was strong. In other words, strong
networks remain between residents which contribute towards feelings of safety and
reciprocity. The importance of keeping spirits high, particularly during difficult times,
such as periods of drought, was explained by a senior local government employee from
the agricultural sub-region in her mid 50s:
It‟s very important for a lot of towns to say that we can still offer this and
we‟ve still got a spirit here, you know? Whilst they probably are
struggling in some areas, they don‟t come across that they are.

Regional and rural-based women have traditionally maintained vital services and
support for their community through a myriad of voluntary organisations and groups
(Bateman, 2006). Yet, their involvement in rural work and community life has been
largely absent from research on rural issues, rural decision-making bodies, and the
popular image of agriculture and rural life (Black et al., 2000). Black and colleagues
(2000) observed that women‟s contribution is often only visibly acknowledged in times
of war, recession, or drought, and they continue to be underrepresented in roles that
involve management and decision making (Alston, 1995; Department of Transport and
Regional Services, 2005). Rural restructuring has also been held responsible for
decreasing volunteerism among women, many of whom have less time to commit to the
community due to additional work responsibilities, both on and off farm, child rearing
responsibilities, and other activities to alleviate financial pressure on their families
(James, 1989). Hence, rural towns have difficulty providing the basic services that were
once resourced and run by volunteer labour. A female senior local government
employee in her late 50s noted that:
My age group are still doing the secretaries‟, the presidents‟ jobs of the
organisations, whereas, we started off in our early 20s doing that and sort
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of kept going. A few years ago we thought all the 30 and 40 year olds
were taking over, but then it sort of reverted back… it‟s 'cos they‟re so
busy and they‟ve got children and it‟s a different way of how we were,
'cos I was always home just raising my children and I had a job at home
that I did at night time. But during the day you‟d go out and do everything
and organise the open days and things like that.

6.5 Aboriginal well-being in the Mid West region
The household survey was inadequate for obtaining a thorough understanding of
Aboriginal well-being in the Mid West region. However, it is known that Australia‟s
Indigenous population experiences greater inequity and higher levels of risk in terms of
health and well-being when compared to non-Indigenous Australians (Commonwealth
Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). The displacement and treatment of the
Aboriginal people of the Mid West region was described in Section 4.2. Some
Aboriginal communities, groups, and individuals have displayed tremendous resilience
in the face of adversity, which has been attributed to levels of social capital, sense of
control, identity, and attachment to place. Participation, at both a social and civic level,
is thought to build, strengthen, and support these protective factors that contribute
towards community resilience (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care,
2000). As detailed in Section 3.4, Australia‟s Indigenous peoples are subject to much
disadvantage and inequity with respect to health, education, employment, and housing.
As mentioned in Section 4.4, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people represent
only two per cent of the total Australian population, whereas nine per cent of the total
population of the Mid West region are Indigenous. Within the Mid West, Aboriginal
people constitute three per cent of population of the coastal sub-region, eight per cent of
the agricultural sub-region, and 21 per cent of the mining/pastoral sub-region (ABS,
2008a).

According to interviewees, Aboriginal people have a very strong sense of obligation to
family and are extremely reluctant to be separated, despite limited education and
employment opportunities for individual family members. The reluctance of Aboriginal
people to be separated from family contrasts directly with non-Aboriginal residents,
particularly in the mining/pastoral sub-region, for whom there is a historical legacy of
separation by great distance from family and friends because of the importance placed
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on access to education and economic opportunities (Rickard, 1996). Farming and
pastoral families prefer to send their children away to boarding school in order to obtain
a higher standard of education. They often expect their children to remain away from
home to pursue further study, travel, or employment and often do not expect them to
return. While this is only one facet, this example demonstrates how existing inequities
are exacerbated by cultural differences between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
Divisions are also apparent in community arts projects. For example, an arts group, with
the assistance of the local government, hosted several separate segments of a larger
mural project in order to gain greater participation across the community, whilst
maintaining segregation of different groups to reduce barriers to participation. As stated
by a key member of an agricultural sub-region arts group and local farmer‟s wife in her
mid 30s:
I don‟t think you‟re ever going to close the gap, I think it takes time. We
have different groups in the early phases. People don‟t feel comfortable
working together, you‟ll have different people working on different parts
and it all comes together in the end.

Indigenous people have been traditionally marginalised from formal civic participation
in rural communities. From the interviews conducted throughout the region, the more
remote Aboriginal, mining, and pastoral communities experience a different set of
issues from those based around agriculture or located closer to the coast. Aboriginal
people are underrepresented in rural governance and decision making bodies, and are
additionally disadvantaged with respect to health, education, housing, and employment
(Department of Indigenous Affairs, 2005). It was found that Aboriginal people have
been, and in some ways continue to be actively disempowered by policy, processes, and
behaviour of existing procedures. As observed by an Aboriginal elder from the
agricultural sub-region in his early 60s:
The white fella said, “oh, we got the Aboriginal problem”. I never said
that. I said, “yeah, we got problems and they‟re all white”. Someone wrote
a book saying Aboriginal people are useless and the white fella believed
that. And the black kid going to school, he read it and he believed it too.
It was further suggested by several interviewees that Aboriginal people, and often nonAboriginal residents as well, do not understand how local, state, or federal governments
work, and they also lack the initiative to attempt to change in their situations. The wife
of a local business owner in the mining/pastoral sub-region in her early 40s stated:
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There is meanness in the mental ethos in the town. There is social
responsibility lethargy, like people are happy to whinge like anything in
the street and not go to council and try to implement change. There‟s a
lack of understanding that things can be changed. You need involvement.
Communities need to feel that they are involved and it‟s not just
something that occurs way up there. There is a lot of negativity. Creative
projects are the way to allow people to see that their points of view, their
creative abilities, physical abilities are shown.

According to some interviewees, barriers to participation by Aboriginal people was
attributed to the experience of “shame”, which was suggested to represent shyness, low
self-esteem, and a strong reluctance to show leadership or place oneself in a public
forum where they are at risk of being criticised. This supports Eades‟ (1996, p. 136)
definition of “shame” as a complex cultural notion that „refers to a mix of
embarrassment and shyness, particularly when a person is being singled out from a
group‟. The Aboriginal English usage of the term “shame” is different from the standard
English definition of the word, which according to Harkins (1990, p. 294), means more
than shyness, and has more to do with respect. Indigenous children are especially shy
with people who are new or who they don‟t know, yet “shame” is more than simply
being shy and is associated with rules relating to respect, rather than a negative emotion
(Harkins, 1990, p. 297).

The nuances of Australian Indigenous culture and cultural practices were not very well
understood by non-Indigenous settlers and policy makers. A reluctance to speak to
avoid behaviour or actions that might be culturally inappropriate were often
misunderstood as a problem related to low self-esteem or negative self concept that
needed to be overcome, rather than a positive moral concept (Harkins, 1990). When
questioned about the origins of “shame”, an Aboriginal employee of a language centre
in her early 20s, who worked across the region suggested that:
It probably started from the day we were chucked into a mission and told
we were not allowed to speak language, not allowed to do this, you don‟t
do that any more, you dress like this, you wear your hair like this, go to
church and things. It was “shame” if you go and do what you normally do.
I think it goes back to there.
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The repercussions of these actions and policies are still felt in the present day through
both a lack of confidence, individually and in support of each other, and a general sense
of mistrust. The social dynamics within the community and the family ties, connections,
and obligations have flow-on effects that impact the entire community. An example of
the nature of this impact was expressed by an Aboriginal linguist in her mid 20s who
worked across the region:
A few of the older people won‟t share, they say, „no, that‟s mine. I‟m
taking it to the grave‟. Even my dad, I asked him, but he doesn‟t think
anyone is going to do it right. So he‟s not even going to bother. People are
afraid of being taken advantage of, of being abused later on. That it‟s
going to be used in the wrong way. Even if it‟s Aboriginal people.

6.6 Conclusion
This chapter set out to quantify a subjective measure of social well-being of residents in
the Mid West region of WA. This was achieved through the use of a well-being index,
which revealed three components of well-being. The well-being index supported the
notion that positive aspects of well-being are distinct from negative well-being, or illbeing, with positive well-being further grouped into individual well-being and social
well-being. There is a complex relationship between these three well-being components
and the age, gender, sub-region of residence, and length of residence of the survey
respondents. When the results of the quantitative analysis are discussed within the
context of the qualitative findings, and the literature, it is confirmed that facilities and
services, rural amenity, and sense of belonging to the community and the land all have
an important influence on well-being along with employment, access to education,
geographical location, and population growth or decline. While not captured by the
household survey, disadvantage and inequity is rife amongst the Aboriginal population,
who continue to be marginalised by the legacy of past and, in some ways, by current
policies and continued discrimination. Yet, some Aboriginal communities, groups, and
individuals have displayed tremendous resilience in the face of adversity, which has
been attributed to their levels of social capital, sense of control, identity, and attachment
to place. While the results show a significant difference in the well-being profile of the
case-study region across the chosen variables, these were only small statistical
differences and not commensurate with the extent of variability revealed across the
region in Chapter 4.0. Chapter 7.0 presents the findings on the nature and extent of arts
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engagement within the region. This is followed by an exploration of the role of the arts
in well-being (Chapter 8.0) by taking into account the findings of both the present
chapter and Chapter 7.0, to build a more complete picture of the role of the arts in the
rural communities of the Mid West of WA.
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7.0 The nature and extent of arts engagement in the rural Mid
West region of Western Australia

7.1 Introduction
There are limited data on the nature of arts activity at a regional level in Australia and,
as a result, difficulty in determining the nature and extent of that activity. This is
because the arts activity that does take place is often infrequent or informal, one-off, and
spontaneous. Not all arts activity, nor all the people who engage in the arts, are eligible
for funding, and while there are state, national, and international associations that
provide advocacy, training, and industry standards for various art forms, they operate in
a very different context from the equivalent regional, state, and national associations for
sport and recreational activities. As such, there are no formal mechanisms for recording
activity, nor any database of artists, arts groups, or organisations at a regional, state, or
national level. Even if such a comprehensive database was in existence, it is likely that
it would fail to capture those groups for whom their primary purpose is not the arts, for
example parenting groups, community and environmental action groups, and so on, but
which utilise the arts as a form of engagement in their activities. This chapter
commences with a model for understanding the inputs and outcomes of arts activity,
including the reasons for instigating and engaging in arts activity, drawing on examples
from interviews and participant observation within the Mid West. Patterns of both
active and passive engagement in the arts for household survey respondents is then
examined to build a (partial) picture of the extent of arts activity in the region. Finally,
the barriers to engagement in both the arts and other cultural and recreational activities
are also examined.

7.2 The nature of arts activity in the Mid West region
The model in Figure 7.1 has been developed to assist in conceptualising the nature of
the relationship between the reasons for instigating and engaging in arts activity, that is,
the inputs, and the outcomes of arts activity for participants and other stakeholders.
People engage in the arts for both personal reasons, and reasons related to their
circumstances, including the accessibility of the project or event, described in more
detail in Section 7.3. Arts activity is instigated by individuals and/or organisations to
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fulfil a perceived need or to achieve a desired outcome. The instigation of arts activity is
dependent on adequate resourcing (see Section 7.4), including material resources and
the patronage or participation of those engaging in that activity. The outcomes from arts
activity feed back into potential future arts activity instigation and engagement.
However, it is proposed that arts activity can produce unexpected or unanticipated
outcomes, and these are explored in more detail in Chapter 8.0.

Figure 7.1 Conceptual model for arts activities inputs and outcomes
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There is a degree of independence among the inputs and outputs of arts activity as
modelled in Figure 7.1. For example, a community public art project may be instigated
by local government as a beautification strategy to make the town more attractive to
tourists. Local residents may decide to get involved in the project as an outlet for their
creative impulses and to learn some new skills. One outcome of the activity could be the
facilitation of communication and local debate over community identity. In this
example, the local government may not have considered the implications of the activity
for increasing debate over community identity, because their primary focus was
beautification for tourism. Similarly, the local residents involved may not have any
concerns over the impact of the activity for tourism, but rather on developing their own
skills and having the opportunity to be creative. The model in Figure 7.1, thus provides
a framework for understanding the nature of arts activity within the region, with
individual components examined in more detail in the following Sections 7.3, 7.4, and
8.2.

7.3 Why engage in arts activity?
Examining a component of Figure 7.1 in more detail, there are a number of reasons for
engaging in the arts (see Figure 7.2). The arts have been utilised within a clinical and
therapeutic setting for self-expression, to increase self-esteem, alleviate stress, and assist
in the management of pain (Staricoff, 2004; Argyle and Bolton, 2005). The performing
arts, including festivals, concerts, and regional touring shows, are viewed as a way of
bringing community members together for socialising and networking opportunities,
and entertainment value (Gibson, 2002; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007; Curtis, 2010). In
addition, the arts are often touted as a means of economic stimulation through tourism
and supplementary income generation for artists (Buultjens and Fuller, 2007; Pearn,
2007). However, McCarthy and colleagues (2004) suggest that people also engage in
the arts for intrinsic reasons, for pleasure, meaning, and emotional stimulation, which
are satisfying in themselves, and not necessarily for the instrumental benefits of arts
engagement.

At an individual level, perceived skills, ability, and knowledge of an arts activity
determine, to an extent, an individual‟s desire or motivation to engage (Figure 7.2).
There are also a number of social, economic, and environmental factors that determine
engagement in the arts. These factors include access and opportunities to engage which
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may be hindered, or encouraged, by social and cultural expectations, affordability, and
the physical availability of these activities. During interviews conducted in the region, it
was suggested that in addition to the desire to create an artistic product, individuals
engaged in arts activity for social and entertainment opportunities, to show support to
the organisers, and for individual well-being.

Figure 7.2 Conceptual model for why people would engage in the arts

The arts also provide a social opportunity, such as meeting new people or catching up
with friends, as well as a social outing. The social outlet that the arts provide is
particularly salient in rural and remote communities, where low density and dispersed
populations make these kinds of opportunities rare. As observed by an artist in her early
40s from the coastal sub-region:
We used to have evening art classes and I‟d get ladies from Mingenew and
Three Springs driving who would come to the workshop and stay
overnight in their beach house with their girlfriends then go home the next
day. If there are opportunities for an outing, people are keen, they don‟t
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care about travelling. It‟s interesting how far people will come. I guess
that‟s what the country‟s all about, people just love getting together
because there‟s that feeling of isolation.
The benefits of belonging to a group include increased confidence, skills, esteem and
achievement through tangible outcomes, which was evident for those engaged in arts
activity within a group setting. As explained by an Aboriginal artist from the
agricultural sub-region in her mid 40s, „we‟ve used the arts to bring people back
together and build relationships and make people feel good about themselves.‟ A similar
sentiment was expressed by a member of a painting group, which meets monthly in an
agricultural town, and is made up of women from across the region:
As far as the arts goes it‟s a good social outlet for all of us. As you can see
from that first half hour probably none of us stopped talking. We come
from such a diverse region. We come in with different ideas, points of
view, climates, colours, everything… There‟s a lot of catching up to do.
The physical reach of the networks of the women who belong to the painting group are
vast. Across the region, those who are able will travel large distances to gain access to
networks and opportunities outside of their immediate town or geographical area.

It is important to note that it was not always desirable for arts activity to take place
within a social setting. For example, some visual artists interviewed downplayed the
benefits of belonging to an arts group. It was suggested that the social aspects of
belonging to such groups had a potentially detrimental effect on creativity and the
artistic integrity of an individual‟s work. As stated by an artist from the mining/pastoral
sub-region in her early 40s:
You really need a room to go, when you want to go. It‟s not necessarily
actually about socialising. You don‟t want people around you all the time.
You want a nice quiet clean space that you can work quietly in. That‟s to
do your really good work.
Others, however, engaged in visual arts, craft, pottery, and quilting groups because of
the social and networking opportunities afforded by belonging to such groups:
But this is an outlet. When I first starting coming to, well it was actually
patchwork, but I‟d been doing pottery. One of the women took me on oneon-one to make a quilt. But you needed it. At the time I did, and it wasn‟t
because of sewing… it was, an outlet, a social. When someone new comes
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into town you do let them know, someone does… you say come along, if
they want to they do and if they don‟t, they don‟t.
Within many of these groups, the participants did not normally consider themselves
artists and their produce was often donated to charity, or given to friends and family.
Yet, the arts and craft groups had brought disparate groups together, particularly when
there were limited alternative social opportunities or existing historical, racial, and
family divisions. As described by a public servant in her early 20s when referring to the
use of the Domestic Violence Centre as an arts space for Indigenous women:
The art has helped to break the ice. The Domestic Violence Service is
more like a drop-in centre. The families in town do not participate in
activities across skin groups. The community is very segregated, but this is
by choice. In this community, family overrides friendship.
In many cases, the venue and context in which the arts activities took place provided not
only social opportunities, but a meeting place on neutral ground. This had assisted with
social and networking opportunities for more remote and isolated residents, between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, and among different family groups within the
Aboriginal community.

The social outcomes of the arts are often framed in terms of fun and the celebration of
achievement (Green and Sonn, 2008). Yet, the capacity for an arts festival to mobilise
human capital, celebrate diversity, and enhance quality of life are often overlooked in
comparison to the economic returns of such events (Quinn, 2005). The economic impact
is viewed by some of those directly involved in such events as woven into the social
health and fabric of the community (Brennan-Horley et al., 2007). In a study on the
local production of postcards as a means of cultural and creative fundraising in the Shire
of Ravensthorpe in WA, Mayes (2010, p. 19) found that „cultural production and
consumption is embedded in social systems and relationships‟. As with Mayes‟ (2010)
research, arts activity within a group setting was used, according to interviews, to
strengthen existing social networks, but also to welcome and integrate new residents
into the community. Strengthened networks for both new and existing community
members were important as they contributed towards feeling safe, secure, and
supported. Despite financial hardship experienced by some communities resulting from
economic, social, and environmental change (see Section 3.4), some interviewees
preferred to remain in their current location because the sense of community was strong.
Social events and other activities, such as access to touring theatre productions and
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music concerts, were seen as essential for maintaining this sense of community and the
morale of the local residents during times of hardship. As quoted in Section 6.4, a senior
local government employee, and agricultural sub-region resident expressed:
It‟s very important for a lot of towns to say that we can still offer this and
we‟ve still got a spirit here, you know? Whilst they probably are
struggling in some areas they don‟t come across that they are.
Thus, interviewees emphasised the importance of arts events and activities for keeping
spirits high, particularly during difficult times, such as periods of drought.

There is a misconception that the community needs to actively participate in the arts or
have some input into the creative process to experience positive outcomes from the arts.
For example, it was noteworthy that respondents were just as appreciative of touring
music and theatre, not just for its ability to stimulate thought and challenge societal
norms, but as a means for entertainment, relaxation, and pleasure. Thus, the arts
provided entertainment and were fun, interesting, relaxing and enjoyable, because they
provided “something different” to the usual forms of entertainment. While popular
culture has previously been considered by some scholars as trivial and „mere
entertainment‟ (Harvey, 1984 as cited in Kong, 1995), the limited access and
opportunities for arts and cultural activities has been a source of much frustration for
country people (Pretty et al., 2003). As stated by one respondent to the household
survey, „country people have to out of necessity make their own entertainment‟.

There is a small amount, if any, locally produced performing arts activity, such as plays,
dance, and music, including within schools, which are reliant on the capacity of the
teachers. So exposure to these kinds of activities is limited to the occasional touring
productions as part of state or federal government subsidised programs. In comparison
to sporting events, racing events and rodeos, there is a criticism that arts events do not
engage large audiences. However, it was widely recognised by interviewees that the
quality, atmosphere, and nature of engagement at an arts event were different. When
compared to sport and racing events, the arts are not financially competitive and,
therefore, are less aggressive. It was also observed that the arts drew a different crowd
of people who would not normally engage in sport, racing, join a group, or be involved
in a committee. In this sense, arts events provided both social opportunities and
entertainment by engaging with different people in different ways.
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When asked about engagement in the arts as an audience member, interviewees stated
that touring shows provided light relief and an escape from the mundane “hum drum” of
everyday life. Many organisers and presenters commented on the ability of touring
shows and concerts to, „bring a lot more people out of the woodwork‟. For example,
attendance figures at a touring production of a play set in a shearing shed showed
greater participation by the community than had been achieved through any other form
of arts activity (Personal Communication - Local Business Owner, 2008). Furthermore,
the advance screening of a telemovie that was based on a local incident, and filmed in
the region, was attended by more people than had voted in a compulsory referendum in
the same venue and only a week prior to the screening (Personal Communication Local Government Employee, 2009). While individuals might not necessarily want to
commit the time or the energy to putting on their own play or starting a drama group, a
commitment of a couple of hours to watch a show provides entertainment and light
relief, as well as social opportunities, without any ongoing or longer term commitment.
Thus, the arts are considered to enrich lives and experience through their ability to both
entertain and define a community (Johnson, 2006b).

There was a sense of obligation among some respondents to attend and support arts
events in order to secure and encourage future events within their communities. In other
words, people often engaged in the arts to show their support to the local community
and the organisers of such events. It was further implied that regional audiences were
more dedicated arts attendees than their metropolitan city counterparts which is,
according to one household survey respondent, „because opportunities to get involved in
the arts are limited in the country, people seem to become more excited when they do
arise‟. A public servant in his mid 40s, who was based in Geraldton, but worked across
the mining/pastoral sub-region, made a similar statement about his experience growing
up in the agricultural sub-region:
When I lived in the bush, we participated in anything and everything
because that was all there was. Now it seems we can participate in only
what we select, or choose to, or can afford to, simply because there is so
much at our fingertips.

Regional residents often felt an obligation to attend events and performance, not
because they were personally interested in the production, but to show their support to
fellow community members who put in the effort to organise such events. In defining
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sense of community, Sarason (1974 as cited in Pretty et al., 2003) suggests that it is
about both belonging and reciprocity. In this sense, collective social identity is
important for individual place identity (Pretty et al., 2003). Thus, residents would attend
events as a way of showing their appreciation for the effort made by the organisers, as
well as a way of ensuring an event‟s success, to secure future support of events for the
benefit of the community as a whole. Similarly, for Mayes (2010) the creation of
postcards within the Shire of Ravensthorpe had a clear social role for community
identity and sense of community. Thus, social bonds were strengthened, and identity of
the town and region were formed through creative and cultural activity, not undertaken
by artists, but by ordinary community members through a sense of obligation to their
community (Mayes, 2010).

While the social benefits of arts activity was clearly acknowledged by respondents, the
individual well-being and mental health benefits of engagement was also a strong
theme. In the comments section of the household survey, there were several key words
mentioned repeatedly; that people engaged in the arts because of interest, enjoyment,
pleasure, and fun. In the words of one household survey respondent, „events using the
arts spark conversation and bring well-being – a feeling of being more included‟. Thus,
the intrinsic benefits of the arts with respect to individual mental health and well-being
were valued by many of the survey respondents with statements such as „performing
and visual arts and literature are essential for the emotional well-being of humans‟.
Furthermore, in reference to a recent theatre production that toured the region during the
second year of a drought, one respondent suggested that, „we need these kinds [sic] of
shows to cope with life these days‟.

Connections between the arts and well-being are made throughout the literature for a
variety of art forms, and in a variety of contexts (e.g. Mills and Brown, 2004; White,
2009). Despite the limited attention that social well-being receives, it is suggested that it
is enhanced by music, for example, because it enhances quality of life, contributes to
feelings of competence and self-esteem, and lessens feelings of isolation and loneliness
(Hudson, 2006). An evaluation commissioned by the Community Arts Network WA
documented that for Aboriginal people, the arts were integral to the healing process. As
stated by an interviewee (Green and Sonn, 2008, p. 41):
I feel that the arts, the culture and the language has [sic] to go together and
it just brings so much out and it‟s a healing process for a lot of Aboriginal
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people because their past wasn‟t very nice and a lot of them carry it within
and it‟s like now it can be released and they can move on.
Longitudinal studies also support the notion of a relationship between the arts and
cultural attendance and health, but suggest that it is a „perishable commodity‟.
Therefore, cultural stimulation needs to be maintained over time in order to maintain
low perceived health risk (Johansson et al., 2001).

7.4 Why instigate arts activity?
A component of Figure 7.1 detailing the reasons to instigate arts activity is shown in
Figure 7.3. Arts activity is instigated because of a perceived need for the activity or
specific desired outcomes from the activity. Instigating arts activity is dependent on the
provision of sufficient capital, including financial (typically in the form of government
funding for more formalised activity), and human and/or social capital for both the
coordination of the activity and support from stakeholders. For individual arts
practitioners and informal groups, stakeholders may include family, friends, artistic
peers, or members of the broader community. From the interviews conducted in the
region, desired outcomes can be grouped as fulfilling broadly economic and social
needs. Economic needs include the stimulation of local economies through tourism, that
is, through the use of the arts as a marketing strategy and income generation for
individuals, such as through the sale of works and performance fees. Social needs can
include the creation of social and networking opportunities, as well as addressing social
or behavioural problems. The well-being impacts were recognised by respondents, but
were rarely stated as the reasons for the instigation of arts activity.

There is some recognition amongst researchers and governments that creativity has
become crucial to the success of regional economies and are a fundamental means
through which places are perceived and understood (Gibson et al., 2002; Government of
Western Australia, 2003b). Festivals, celebrations, and other community events can
provide economic stimulation for individuals and small businesses through tourism,
which is viewed as significant for ensuring the sustainability of many rural and remote
communities. For communities dependent upon primary industries, such as mining and
agriculture, the arts can provide additional economic opportunities while building
capacity and strengthening local identity, and thus contribute to social well-being
(Gibson, 2002; Buultjens and Fuller, 2007; Pearn, 2007).While there are many
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examples on a national scale, such as the Tamworth Country and Western Music
Festival (Gibson and Davidson, 2004), similar impacts are also evident in the Mid West.
The Airing of the Quilts in the historic town of Northampton, in the coastal sub-region
(see Plate 7.1), attracts 3,000 to 5,000 visitors for the one day annual event. The event
has been a source of much pride for the small town of around 800 permanent residents
and is a vital source of income generation and revenue raising for more than 30
community groups and numerous retail and small business operators, often helping to
sustain them for the remainder of the year (Personal Communication – Treasurer,
Northampton Visitor‟s Centre, 2010).

Figure 7.3 Conceptual model for why arts activity would be instigated
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Plate 7.1 The annual Airing of the Quilts is a major tourist attraction for the Town
of Northampton

Pearn (2007) suggests that the contribution of the arts to the livelihoods of Indigenous
people through cultural tourism is substantial. Primarily through the provision of a
source of income generation for Indigenous people and communities through cultural
heritage and appreciation, as well as the high end international arts market (Pearn,
2007). When referring to the Aboriginal women who resided in the main urban
settlement of a mining/pastoral area, one local resident in her mid 20s stated, „art and
culture is the major industry of the town. Women paint coffee cups on their front
porch‟. Thus, despite the substantial economic impact of the mining industry and
historical significance of the long-standing pastoral industry, the reference was made
about art and cultural production, which perhaps, for the interviewee, had a more
immediate impact on the livelihoods of those Aboriginal women producing the items
through immediate income generation from sales to tourists. Yet, there is a limited local
market for art and craft products within the Mid West region, which limits its economic
potential. According to Pearn (2007), artistic production to date has been restricted to
trinkets and other small items with limited financial worth. This is largely because the
artists and craft producers are under-resourced, lacking facilities, and have limited
access to quality materials. Thus, Indigenous tourism is an opportunity that has the
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potential to provide both economic and social benefits, although it is not without
criticism (Buultjens and Fuller, 2007).

The economic impact of arts activity is viewed by some of those directly involved as
woven into the social health and fabric of the community (Brennan-Horley et al., 2007).
While the arts can be used as a marketing strategy for economic outcomes, contributing
to direct employment, they also serve as a social marketing tool to achieve social
outcomes. The arts are a forum for communication and they, therefore, make a
statement about the identity and culture of people or place. Plate 7.2 shows public art on
display in the Town of Dongara-Port Denison, within the coastal sub-region, and its
impact for place attachment and the identity of residents was expressed by a local artist
and school teacher in her late 30s:
We‟ve done so much public art in town that it‟s given the locals
community icons that they‟re proud of. It‟s helped reinstate that sense of
place for the residents here.

Place attachment can be defined as the emotional bonds or connection to place (Kim
and Kaplan, 2004), whereas sense of community is concerned with the emotional
connections between people, though often within a “place” context (Manzo and Perkins,
2006). Both of these concepts encompass participation and empowerment, and are
fostered through a sense of ownership, connectedness, and long term integration
through length of residence and social integration (Kim and Kaplan, 2004; Manzo and
Perkins, 2006). Public and community art provides a means for a visual representation
of those emotional bonds and communicates the identity of a place for residents. Plate
7.3 shows a mural of a pastoral/mining community painted by local school children.
The mural is displayed on the outside wall of the tourist centre in the main street of the
town. It provides both a visual representation of how the children, as members of the
community, view the place in which they live, as well as making a public statement
about the identity of the region with respect to landscape, lifestyle, and industry.
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Plate 7.2 Public art on a roundabout at the entrance to the main street in the Town
of Dongara-Port Denison

Place attachment aligns individual identity to place, and thus provides a sense of
belonging (Cuba, 1993). Residents harbour feelings of commitment to place as a result
of this emotional attachment and sense of belonging and, therefore, are motivated to
seek these out and to live there, and are empowered to protect and improve those places
that are meaningful to them (Manzo and Perkins, 2006). Manzo and Perkins (2006)
demonstrated that place attachment, place identity, sense of community, and social
capital are critical in fostering the development of all facets of community. Furthermore,
place attachment and sense of community both manifest themselves in participation,
motivating residents to engage in social activities and to take action as a collective on
local issues (Manzo and Perkins, 2006).
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Plate 7.3 Mural painted by local school children on the side of the tourist centre in
the main street of the town of Mount Magnet

Malone (2007, p. 159) contends that the significance of Indigenous-themed public art in
reconciliation, cultural renewal, and identity „contributes to the whole community‟s
sense of self by acknowledging the prior occupation of the Australian continent by
Indigenous cultures‟ through encouraging understanding between groups and providing
cultural symbols and icons. The Shire of Yalgoo depicts traditional Aboriginal people in
one of its town entrance statements, shown in Plate 7.4. As one of three entrance
statements to the town site, one on each of the main roads into the town, they depict
images that reflect the identity and history of the town. Entrance statements are common
throughout much of regional WA and, as the name suggests, they make a statement
about the culture and identity of the town for both visitors and residents.

162

Plate 7.4 Traditional Aboriginal images depicted at one of the town entrance
statements in the Shire of Yalgoo

For Yalgoo, where the population is 21.1 per cent Indigenous (ABS, 2008a), this
includes the recognition of the prior occupation of the Aboriginal people within the
boundaries of the present day shire. These images contribute towards place attachment
and place identity for Aboriginal people, as explained by an Aboriginal artist in her
early 40s:
I‟ve been doing some public art commissions myself and that‟s really
good at getting Indigenous designs in a public place, because that gives
the sense of connection to place. We got designs and meaning that for
some people, [they] have [a] connection to that.
In the Shire of Mullewa, there have been numerous public art projects, such as the
designs on the Mullewa Police Station, shown in Plate 7.5. The Shire of Mullewa also
has a high proportion of Indigenous residents (25.2%) (ABS, 2008a), and was
infamously known for family feuding, violence, and anti-social behaviour. The police
station building also contains the Mullewa Court House, which had been the main focal
point for the consequences of much of the social disruptions and violence faced by the
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town. For Mullewa, the arts have been used to address many of these challenges, as
explained by a local artist in her mid 40s:
The magistrate said to me… if you can get some paintings up in the court
house, because 99 per cent of the people that use this are Yamiji10, [then]
get it done. So we got some designs from some young kids we‟d been
working with. Then me and my sister painted their designs onto canvas for
them and put their names on it. At that professional level, so that it looks
good in the gallery and now everyone‟s commenting on it. The people
from here want to see that happening in Meekatharra now. And asking me,
how can we see this happening in Meekatharra, and I said, „well, you have
to talk to that community. You have to give them ownership, give them
feelings, and let them do all of that.‟

Plate 7.5 Aboriginal designs form a mural on the exterior wall of the Mullewa
Police Station

10

Aboriginal people of the Mid West region.
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An Aboriginal women‟s group was started in Mullewa, and they have largely been
credited with ending much of the family feuding that was characteristic of the town. The
group was initially formed for information and networking on health, social, and other
related issues, however, they have since taken on an arts focus. By working together,
the women have been able to resolve many disputes that would have previously initiated
the feuding. As explained by an Aboriginal social worker in her late 20s, based in
Geraldton:
Sometimes there‟s a lot of feuding. Lately they‟ve had this women‟s group
set up and they‟re all going there to do art, and other stuff, but mainly art.
They all come together for the art group, different family groups come
together. This group is fighting with that group, but they both come
together for the art. You do get some people boycotting the group because
other people are involved. [But that is because] the family is more
important for Indigenous communities.
Thus, the nature of arts activity taking place in the Mid West is as diverse as the region
itself. Arts activity is instigated for a variety of reasons and, similarly, there are a
number of reasons why people engage with the arts. The following Section 7.5 will
examine the extent of arts activity in the Mid West, including the results of the
household survey. The barriers to arts engagement are explored in Section 7.6.

7.5 The extent of arts activity in the Mid West region
The previous Sections 7.2, 7.3, and 7.4 detailed the nature of arts activity within the
Mid West region by exploring the contexts in which people engage in arts activity and
why arts activity is instigated. In examining the extent of arts activity, the types of
activity that take place within the region was explored in this section, along with the
levels of engagement, as measured through the household survey. Measuring the extent
of arts activity in regional Australia is challenging because of the limited data available.
The small size and dispersed nature of much of Australia‟s, and particularly WA‟s
regional population is too small to be captured by national arts surveys. For example,
only 200 out of 3000 responses were sourced from regional Australia in the recent
Australia Council national survey on arts engagement (Australia Council, 2010). While
the Australia Council data revealed little difference in the arts engagement patterns
between metropolitan and regional residents, or urban and rural dwellers on a national
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level, their sample data from regional WA, on its own, was too small to be
representative, or of any analytic value.

The regional indicators report is one of a few government documents that includes
regional state-based cultural and recreational statistics, although these were quite
limited in the 2007 supplementary report (Department of Local Government and
Regional Development, 2007). The forthcoming Spotlight series promises to release
regional participation figures (Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2010),
with the Spotlight on the Mid West due to be released in 2011 (Personal Communication
– Mid West Development Commission, 2010). It would also be possible to get a list of
funded projects and organisations from funding authorities with specific arts
programmes, such as the WA Department for Culture and the Arts, Country Arts WA,
and Community Arts Network WA, but there is much arts activity that is resourced by
non-arts funding bodies such as LotteryWest, Healthway, Office for Multicultural
Interests, and the Department for Crime Prevention, to name a few. Furthermore, much
activity never receives funding, especially the activities of individual artists and
informal groups, commercial arts enterprises, and arts activity funded by corporate or
private means.

Despite the limitations, data collected for this thesis across the rural Mid West
(excluding the City of Geraldton-Greenough) showed that many individuals engaged in
visual arts practice, craft and handicraft, music, and dance. While there are more
formalised and frequent arts activity in the coastal shires, and within some agricultural
communities, the more remote regions have less frequent opportunities to engage in
these activities within a group setting, and fewer opportunities for training, skills, or
professional development. Numerous visual art and craft groups exist across the region,
whose membership is largely composed of women. These groups are fairly diverse with
some having small, informal, and fairly infrequent meetings, while others have a long
history of strong membership. Table 7.1 provides an example of some of the arts
activity within the region in 2008, including events, but excluding of individual or
private arts activity and practice. These activities are grouped by sub-region of coastal,
agricultural, and mining/pastoral. While an attempt has been made to capture the extent
of arts activity in the region, it is not an exhaustive list due to the difficulties in
obtaining data, as mentioned above, and because much activity is spontaneous,
informal, or one-off.
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Table 7.1 Examples of arts activity and events with arts content within the
rural Mid West region in 2008
Coastal

Agricultural

Mining/Pastoral

Airing of the Quilts (Northampton)
Heritage Week (Northampton)
Kalbarri Craft Group – regular meetings and exhibitions
Northampton Agricultural Show
Numerous quilting, craft, and related groups (Northampton)
Purple Bra Day (Northampton)
Rainbow Jungle Sculpture Exhibition (Kalbarri)
Regular live music (Dongara-Port Denison)
Schools Tour – GoGo Fish, Barking Gecko Company (Dongara)
Agricultural Shows (Carnamah, Chapman Valley, Mullewa, Perenjori)
Making Movies Roadshow (Mullewa)
Mingenew Lions Mid West Expo
Nukara Music Festival (Chapman Valley)
Painting Group – meets monthly (Mingenew)
Schools Tour – GoGo Fish, Barking Gecko Company (Three Springs)
Several craft groups – informal (Three Springs, Perenjori)
Theatre Tour – The Gun (Perenjori, Three Springs)
Ties that Bind - Photography project (Mingenew)
Music/Dance Tour – Descarga & Dance (Mullewa)
Back to Meeka Festival (Meekatharra)
Meeka Music Festival (Meekatharra)
Schools Tour – GoGo Fish, Barking Gecko Company (Sandstone)
Sounds of the Outback Festival (Mount Magnet)
Tjukurba Art Gallery (Wiluna)
Music Tour – Narbarlek (Mount Magnet)
Short Film Festival (Mount Magnet)
Theatre Tour – The Gun (Cue)
Visual art/craft groups – informal & infrequent (Yalgoo, Mount
Magnet, Meekatharra, Cue)

As an unprompted response, interviewees typically acknowledged visual arts activity,
above all other art forms, in their initial response to questions concerning the role or
value of the arts within their community. This is not surprising because, while
individual towns did vary considerably, most had some form of public art, which
typically made a statement about the history or culture of the local community. When
referring to visual artists, a distinction was made between those considered professional,
who typically worked solo and produced high value art works, and those who engaged
in it as a hobby, for recreation, and for social reasons. Visual artists are supported in the
region by the opportunities provided by regional gallery spaces and arts centres, such as
the Geraldton Regional Art Gallery (GRAG), Yamiji Arts, formerly Marra Aboriginal
Corporation, and the Arts and Cultural Development Council (ACDC), all based in
Geraldton, and the Tjukurba Gallery in Wiluna. Generally, visual artists are also
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supported by local government, community groups, and businesses, namely restaurants,
hotels, tourist centres, and other retail outlets, which may commission works, exhibit,
and sell local art work and craft products. It was acknowledged that some of the
difficulties for practising artists in the region were professional isolation, due to the
remoteness of the region, lack of opportunities to develop and exhibit, and limited
access to quality materials. As such, some artists preferred to market themselves online
and seek out opportunities for exhibitions and professional development outside of the
region.
With respect to music, regular events included a “Battle of the Bands” hosted annually
in Meekatharra, a biennial concert presented by Tura New Music at a pastoral lease in
Mount Magnet, and other groups touring through private funds or state and federal
government funding, such as Country Arts WA‟s “Shows on the Go”. Local musicians
practised within their own homes with limited performance opportunities at local pubs,
festivals, and other community celebrations. Theatre productions were also toured
through Shows on the Go or similar state and federally funded touring programs.
Outside of Geraldton, there was no local theatrical activity within the region at the time
that the interviews were conducted. There were few dance opportunities, with an
occasional dance presentation toured with Shows on the Go, but very few training or
performance opportunities locally. Music and dance were often identified as a means for
engaging with children and young people, particularly as a diversionary tactic for antisocial behaviour. However, these activities rarely took place due to the lack of resources
and capacity to instigate, conduct, and sustain these activities. Festivals, agricultural
shows, and other similar events provided a setting for much of the arts activity across
the region to take place. This included the visual arts and craft exhibitions,
demonstrations, and sales, and performing arts activity, such as music, dance, and
occasionally theatre.

According to the results of the household survey, the levels of both passive and active
engagement in any type of arts activity11 in the past 12 months for this sample is high at
11

Includes household survey questions 9, 10, 11, and part of question 12 (see Appendix B). Specifically,
this includes: visiting an art museum or gallery, art fair or festival, craft fair or festival, and park,
monument, buildings or neighbourhoods for their historic or design value; attending a live performance of
jazz music, classical music (e.g. symphony, chamber or choral music), a musical stage play or operetta, a
non-musical stage play, ballet, and dance other than ballet; reading, with the exception of books/literature
required for work or school, plays, poetry, and novels or short stories; participating in visual art (e.g.
sculpture, painting, drawing, etc.), craft or handiwork (e.g. pottery, knitting, quilting, etc.), manual arts
(e.g. woodwork, metalwork, etc.), photography or cinematography (i.e. making movies or videos),
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91.5 per cent. This is comparable to a national stratified random sample of 3000
Australians commissioned by the Australia Council for the Arts, which found that 93
per cent of Australians engaged in the arts in the past 12 months (Australia Council,
2010). Of the total sample, 58.2 per cent participated in the arts, compared with a
participation rate in non-arts activity of 95.3 per cent, as shown in Table 7.2. For
passive engagement by type of art form (see Table 7.3), 64.9 per cent visited an art
museum or gallery, art fair or festival, craft fair or festival, and park, monument,
buildings or neighbourhoods for their historic or design value; 25.7 per cent attending a
live performance of jazz music, classical music (e.g. symphony, chamber or choral
music), a musical stage play or operetta, a non-musical stage play, ballet, and dance
other than ballet; 74.7 per cent, with the exception of books/literature required for work
or school, read plays, poetry, and novels or short stories; and 85.1 per cent attended
other non-arts events.

creative writing such as stories, poems, or plays, music performance, rehearsal or composition (including
singing), theatre or drama performance/rehearsal, ballet performance, or rehearsal, and dance other than
ballet (e.g. folk, bellydance, contemporary, etc.).
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Table 7.2 Active engagement (n = 758): (a) in the arts, and; (b) in other non-arts
activities
(a) active engagement in arts activity
Visual art (e.g. sculpture, painting, drawing, etc.)
Craft or handiwork (e.g. pottery, knitting, quilting,
etc.)
Manual arts (e.g. woodwork, metalwork, etc.)
Photography or cinematography (i.e. making
movies or videos)
Creative writing such as stories, poems, or plays
Music performance, rehearsal or composition
(including singing)
Theatre or drama performance/rehearsal
Ballet performance, or rehearsal
Dance other than ballet (e.g. folk, bellydance,
contemporary, etc.)

116

% of
cases
26.3

216

49

28.5

131

29.7

17.3

123

27.9

16.2

70

15.9

9.2

51

11.6

6.7

6
2

1.4
0.5

0.8
0.3

27

6.1

3.6

Total responses

441

100

58.2

n

% of total
sample
15.3

(b) active engagement in non-arts activity
Jogging, lift weights, walk, or other exercise
program
Sports activity, such as football, cricket, netball,
basketball, tennis, etc.
Camping, hiking, or canoeing
Volunteer or charity work
Gardening

Total responses

n

% of
cases

% of total
sample

522

26.5

68.9

235

11.9

31.0

269
358
585
722

13.7
18.2
29.7
100

35.5
47.2
77.2
95.3

The „total responses‟ represents the number of household survey respondents who
indicated that they engaged in at least one of the activities listed for either arts
participation or non-arts participation. As a multi-response question both percentage
of cases is shown, that is, an indication of the most popular forms of participation
among those who did engage, as well as the percentage of the total sample, which
includes non-participants.
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Active arts participation for this study was considered high at 58.2 per cent of the total
sample (Table 7.2). Craft and handiwork were the most popular form of active
engagement with 28.5 per cent of the total sample participating in the last 12 months,
this was followed by the manual arts (17.2%), photography and cinematography
(16.2%), the visual arts (15.3%), and creative writing (9.2%). While direct comparisons
have been hindered due to discrepancies in the categorisation of art forms, research by
the Australia Council found that 22 per cent of Australians participated in visual arts
and craft and 16 per cent participated in creative writing (Australia Council, 2010),
which was higher than this samples‟ findings. Similarly, as a percentage of the total
sample, active engagement in music (6.7%), dance (3.8%), and theatre (0.8%) were low
considering the Australia Council reports 15 per cent participation in music and 8 per
cent participation in theatre and dance (Australia Council, 2010).

The Australia Council concluded that the majority of Australians read (84%), and
therefore, that literature was the most popular art form (Australia Council, 2010). This
was also evident in the case study region, as 74.7 per cent of respondents had read some
form of literature in the past 12 months (Table 7.3). Visual arts, craft, and design-related
events and venues were the second most popular art form for passive engagement with
64.9 per cent of respondents having attended in the last 12 months, followed by the
performing arts for which 25.7 per cent of respondents attended. These figures include
dance, theatre, and classical and jazz music, but not popular music, as shown in Table
7.3. Comparison with the national survey conducted by the Australia Council becomes
problematic at this stage due to differences in definitions of particular activities. The
Australia Council survey recorded 57 per cent attendance at music events, which
includes popular music, 38 per cent attendance at visual art and craft events, which does
not include museums or design-related events and venues, 26 per cent attended theatre,
and 16 per cent attended dance (Australia Council, 2010).
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Table 7.3 Passive engagement (n = 758): (a) in the arts, and; (b) in other non-arts
activities
(a) passive engagement in arts activity
Art museum or gallery
Art fair or festival
Craft fair or festival
Park, monument, buildings or neighbourhoods for their
historic or design value

226
114
231

% of
cases
45.9
23.2
47

328

66.7

43.3

Total responses

492

64.9
% of total
sample
4.6

Visual arts and/or design venues/events

n

% of total
sample
29.8
15.0
30.5

Performing Arts events

n

Jazz music
Classical music (e.g. symphony, chamber or choral
music)
Musical stage play or operetta
Nonmusical stage play
Ballet
Dance other than ballet

35

100
% of
cases
17.9

43

22.1

5.7

Total responses

85
41
24
42
195

Read Literature

n

43.6
21
12.3
21.5
100
% of
cases
2.2
12.2
85.6
100

11.2
5.4
3.2
5.5
25.7
% of total
sample
1.8
10.4
73.2
74.7

Plays
Poetry
Novels or short stories

Total responses

14
79
555
566

(b) passive engagement in non-arts activity
n
Movie cinema12
Amateur or professional sports event
Racing event (e.g. horses, dogs or cars)
Agricultural show, expo, trade fair or similar event

Total responses

388
339
205
425
645

% of
cases
60.2
52.6
31.8
65.9
100

% of total
sample
51.2
44.7
27.0
56.1
85.1

The „total responses‟ represents the number of household survey respondents who indicated
that they engaged in at least one of the activities/events listed for passive engagement in
either the arts or other non-arts events. As a multi-response question, both the percentage of
cases is shown, that is, an indication of the most popular forms of engagement among those
who did engage, as well as the percentage of the total household survey sample.

The data presented so far gives an indication of the extent of the different types of arts
activity in the case-study region and how many of the respondents engaged in those
activities. It is also interesting to consider the frequency of engagement to distinguish,
12

Items were based on the National Endowment for the Arts‟ survey on Public Participation in the Arts,
for which „movie cinema‟ is classified as „other leisure activities‟ along with gardening, exercise, and
television viewing. The same survey more broadly included as active arts participation the production of
photographs, movies, or videotapes, if it was undertaken as an artistic activity (National Endowment for
the Arts, 2004).
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not just between those who engaged and those who did not, but to further distinguish
low attendees from frequent attendees. The Australia Council considered no to low
attendance as zero to five times a year, which was 53 per cent of their sample, and
medium to high attendance as six or more times a year (Australia Council, 2010). These
results are similar to those of Swedish cultural participation research which classified
rare attendees as those who attended up to five times per year, moderately low attendees
at six to 12 times, 13 to 19 times a year were moderately high attendees, and 20 or more
times a year were frequent attendees (Bygren et al., 2009). For this study, however, half
of the sample attended visual arts and design events and venues two times or less in the
last 12 months. For attendance at live performing arts events, three quarters attended
two or less times in the last 12 months. Yet, half of the respondents read up to 10 pieces
of literature within the last 12 months.

Literature is arguably more easily accessible art form available to remote populations
given the way it is consumed and the provision and support by the WA Government for
libraries and Community Resource Networks13 (CRN), formerly the Telecentre
Network (Department of Regional Development and Lands, 2011). This provides
greater access for the consumption of literature than other art forms, and particularly
those that require purpose built venues, specific equipment and infrastructure, and the
presence of live performers. Furthermore, low attendance by respondents was not
limited to passive engagement in the arts. Passive engagement in other non-arts events
could be considered very low with half of all respondents only attending two or less
non-arts events in the past 12 months. The frequency of attendance by respondents
ranged up to 261 times a year for non-arts events, 157 times a year for the visual arts,
craft, and design, 52 times a year for the performing arts, and 350 times a year for
literature, as shown in Figures 7.4, 7.5, and 7.6 respectively. Note that the distribution
for all these figures is heavily positively skewed. Low attendance may be accounted for
by other barriers, rather than desire or willingness to attend, as discussed in the
following section. Therefore, the assumption has been made that this sample had less
access and opportunity to experience the arts as a result of remoteness and isolation than
did respondents to similar studies described within the literature.

13

The Community Resource Network is a WA Government regional community service program.
Commencing in 1991 as the Telecentre program, CRNs provide core services and information
communication technology to regional communities throughout WA
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Figure 7.4 Response frequency for number of visits to venues for visual art, craft,
or design value in the last 12 months (n = 451)

Figure 7.5 Response frequency for attendance at live performance events in the
last 12 months (n = 180)

174

Figure 7.6 Response frequency for amount of literature read in the last 12 months
(n = 544)
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7.6 Barriers to arts engagement
Many barriers exist in the development, implementation, and success of the arts as
numerous artists and artsworkers would testify. These difficulties are often amplified in
rural and remote Australia with the addition of other factors unique to particular
communities, industries, and regions. This is not to suggest that audience attendance or
participation in rural areas is poor, as anecdotal evidence suggests that regional
residents are willing to travel much greater distances to attend arts events than their
metropolitan counterparts. Many organisers and presenters interviewed commented on
the ability of touring shows and concerts to „bring a lot more people out of the
woodwork‟ (household survey comment). This is especially evident when locals can
relate to the themes of the performance or production. As previously mentioned,
attendance figures at the touring theatre production “The Gun”, a play based around
shearing teams, showed greater participation by the community than had been achieved
through any other form of arts activity (Personal Communication - Local Business
Owner, 2008). Also, the advanced screening of a telemovie that was based on a local
incident, and filmed on location, was attended by more people than had voted in a
compulsory referendum in the same venue and only a week prior to the screening
(Personal Communication - Local Government Employee, 2009).

Out of 601 respondents, 575 (95.7%) would like to do any of the activities and events
mentioned in the household survey more often than they did now. The results of the
open-ended response question on which activities they would prefer to engage in more
often is shown in Figures 7.7 and 7.8. Figure 7.7 shows the responses grouped by the
categories used within the household survey, whereas Figure 7.8 groups responses
according to specific activities as defined by the survey. As can be seen from these
figures, the majority of respondents would prefer to engage more often in active and
creative forms of engagement. Specific activities included outdoor recreation, physical
activity, and organised sport, followed by craft, visual arts, and gardening.
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Figure 7.7 Activities respondents would like to engage in more often (n = 758)

Figure 7.8 Selected individual activities that respondents would like to engage in more often (n = 758)
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National research on arts engagement by the Australia Council for the Arts noted that the
main barrier to arts attendance was time (54%), followed by lack of interest (43%), and cost
(41%) (Australia Council, 2010). For this research, based on previous findings and
interview responses, a different set of options were made available for the response to
barriers to attendance within the household survey. As shown in Figure 7.9, 70 per cent of
respondents mentioned that a barrier to attendance was distance, 62.1 per cent stated that
the activity was not available in their local area, and 24.3 per cent agreed entry or ticket
price was too expensive. As an unprompted response, time was mentioned as a barrier by
15.4 per cent of respondents. Other unprompted barriers included fuel and accommodation
costs, other commitments (such as family and work), and infrastructure, physical, and
health barriers (such as age, illness, weather, or lack of facilities).

Percentage of total responses

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
too far to
travel

not
available in
local area

ticket/entry
quality
don't know
price too available is
enough
expensive
poor
about it

Other

Other (time)

Barriers to engagement

Figure 7.9 Barriers to passive and active engagement in the arts and other non-arts
activities and events (n = 654)

From initial responses early in the interview process, it was apparent that many
respondents‟ definition of what constitutes the arts was much more limited than the scope
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of the research. Thus, ambiguity over how the arts are defined is likely to be a barrier not
only to attendance and participation, but also in the coordination and hosting of arts
activity. Amongst the general public, an understanding of what constitutes the arts is quite
narrow. Research commissioned by the Australia Council entitled, Australians and the Arts
suggests that Australians have a limited perception of the arts as European, traditional, or
“big A” arts, which includes paintings, opera, ballet, and orchestral music (Costantoura,
2000). Engagement in the arts, in this sense, often requires prior knowledge of not just the
appropriate behaviour in a theatre, but also an understanding of the history, or significance
of the piece. In knowing exactly what to expect, there is a certain amount of background
knowledge and experience that is assumed. A local government employee in her early 30s
had a similar experience when trying to consult with an agricultural community over a
public art project:
People do see some value in community projects and in community art,
but they just don‟t know enough about it. They tend to say, we want more
of that, not wouldn‟t it be great if we could do something. They don‟t have
that something else to kind of talk about.

Interviews with residents of the focus region revealed much the same perception of the arts
as being limited to drawing and painting. Few people who engaged in the arts and other
creative pursuits would identify themselves as artists, and those who did were primarily
visual artists. Furthermore, few interviewees considered music as an art form unless
prompted. The sentiment expressed by a local business owner‟s wife in her mid 40s was
that the local residents of her mining/pastoral community were not typically creative or
artistically minded, „creative and artistic people go down south. Very practical people move
here. People like geologists and that.‟ A local teacher in her mid 20s in the mining/pastoral
sub-region commented that the „arts is [sic] also sometimes seen as a “woosy” girls thing.
They‟d rather go play footy. They wouldn‟t see music as art, they‟d see that as separate‟.
Concern was similarly expressed over the community‟s limited understanding of the artistic
process by a youth worker in the coastal sub-region, in her late 30s:
I‟ve spent many years living on the west coast of the US where arts is [sic]
everywhere. So it‟s very different to live in a place where art is the
exception and you‟re not constantly surrounded by artists… I‟m still
getting used to living in a place where art is not everywhere. It‟s not
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recognised and then promoted. I‟m not finding that young people aren‟t
really pushed to recognise when they‟re being artists and then expand on
that.

Ambiguity surrounding the definition of the arts meant that many residents would not
consider the arts as something that was of interest or relevance to them. As was found in the
Australians and the Arts survey, the arts are seen as irrelevant to life, most respondents
didn‟t know enough about it and they were simply not interested or “into” the arts
(Costantoura, 2000). In the words of a local government employee of a mining/pastoral
shire, in her late 20s:
It‟s really easy to see the value in kids being active in sport. It‟s harder to
make that connection with arts stuff. Especially when it can be linked to
things like graffiti… Sport goes along with that healthy lifestyle thing,
rather than those bohemian absinthe drinking artists.
In a similar vein, touring shows like Tamworth on Tour14, which toured the region in 2007,
and other popular or country and western music performances were often considered
entertainment, and not the arts. While some managerial staff were supportive of arts
activity, a local government employee of an agricultural shire, in her early 30s, suggested
that this was a rarity, and not the norm:
I‟m very lucky with the CEO here. He believes in the arty-farty crap, as he
calls it. He‟s really good, and he‟s seen lots of outcomes from that stuff.
So I don‟t have a struggle at all here, and that‟s rare, that‟s very, very rare.

The culture, geography, and location of a rural community or town can influence the
support for arts activity and events (see Section 6.4). For example, small agricultural
communities in inland Australia are typically experiencing depopulation as a result of
advances in technology, transport, and increases in average farm size (Jones and Tonts,
1995). Thus, while there is a sense that social capital is strong, resulting from established
networks and a collective sense of identity and belonging, interviewees expressed that there
is limited human capital and so there are fewer human resources to draw upon to organise
and instigate arts activity. Coastal communities tend to experience a growing population
14

Country music touring production with artists featured at the annual Tamworth Country Music Festival held
in Tamworth, New South Wales. Tamworth is affectionately known as Australia‟s Country Music capital.
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due to the migration of retirees and “sea-changers”, and tourism through the higher number
of holiday and summer homes (Burnley and Murphy, 2004). However, these populations
are arguably less committed to the local community with the sentiment expressed by
interviewees that their communities possessed less social capital than perhaps did their
more dispersed agricultural neighbours. Thus, while coastal communities appeared to have
more human resources available, their instigation and engagement in arts activity was
limited by social capital, sense of belonging, and place identity. Mining and pastoral
populations are typically very small, remote, dispersed, and transient (Stafford Smith et al.,
2008; Haslam McKenzie, 2011). While they may harbour a strong sense of identity and
place, there is typically little commitment due to the transient nature of the population and
concern that there was little hope for the future among residents who experienced inequity,
lack of opportunity and access, social and family problems, and alcohol and drug abuse.
Thus, there were not only limited human resources, but a lack of continuity due to high
staff turnover, and general community disempowerment. This hinders both the ability to
instigate arts activity and to continue with successful initiatives, as the motivation to
continue a programme is largely reliant on driven, but often highly transient, individuals.

7.7 Conclusion
The reasons for instigating arts activity as distinct from the reasons for engaging in the arts
were explored within this chapter. Arts activity may be instigated to achieve economic or
social outcomes, such as marketing for tourism and economic stimulation, or creating or
strengthening a collective sense of identity and belonging. Reasons for wanting to engage
in the arts include the social or entertainment opportunities, to show support to the local
community, and for individual well-being. Patterns of arts engagement were described for
the region which, while fairly diverse, were of a low frequency, with the exception of the
consumption of literature, when compared to similar studies. The assumption was made
that residents had limited access to the arts. Access and other barriers to increased or
sustained arts engagement are interrelated. While some barriers to arts engagement are
ubiquitous, such as time and knowledge, others were attributable to the nature of rural
communities, as well as to differences between the types of communities present in the Mid
West region, as was suggested in Section 2.3. The previous Chapter 6.0 analysed self182

reported well-being across the case-study region as a means for understanding variability
within the social dynamics of different rural communities. In then determining the role of
the arts within these communities it was necessary to explore the nature of arts activity, the
extent of that activity, as well as possible barriers to engagement in arts activity. The
following Chapter 8.0 explores the role of the arts in social well-being by integrating the
findings of the present chapter, with the model of well-being derived in Chapter 6.0.
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8.0 Determining the relationship between social well-being and
the arts and community engagement

8.1 Introduction
While there has been much interest in the role of the arts in well-being, empirical research
on this topic has only recently started to emerge. There is a wealth of quantitative data on
the nature of well-being, life satisfaction, and happiness, yet few studies examine the
statistical significance of the arts and cultural engagement on well-being. Research on the
arts has, until recently, been largely qualitative and based on individual project evaluation,
rather than empirical research. This chapter builds on the findings in Chapters 6.0 and 7.0
by combining arts engagement data with the well-being data on respondents to the
household survey. The discussion recognises that these outcomes may not be immediately
apparent, and that the influence may be long term or need to be maintained. The benefits
and outcomes of arts engagement are introduced by first examining the role of the arts in
communities, and the introduction of the concept of the “secret mission” to describe the
role of the arts in achieving community development outcomes in seemingly unanticipated
ways. How the arts differ from other forms of engagement is then explored followed by the
development of a model of the relationship between arts engagement and well-being from
the household survey data.
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Figure 8.1 A model of arts activity processes, inputs, and outcomes (Source: adapted from Sixsmith and Kagan (2005)’s model for
linking mental health, social inclusion/exclusion, and participatory arts)
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8.2 A role for the arts in social well-being
There is an abundance of literature, as detailed in Section 2.5, claim the benefits of the
arts, from arts therapy and health outcomes in a clinical setting to economic and social
benefits, and personal and community outcomes (Sobels et al., 2001; McCarthy et al.,
2004; Cocklin and Dibden, 2005; Macnaughton et al., 2005). The outcomes of arts
activity range from the individual to society at large and across health and development,
as shown in Figure 8.1. The outcomes of past activity increases the capacity for future
projects. However, these benefits are a perishable commodity and, therefore,
engagement cannot be one-off and needs to be maintained over time (Johansson et al.,
2001). For many, the arts provide challenge, amusement, fun, and relaxation (Bunting,
2007). While others suggest more urgently that the arts are integral to healing and
resilience (Green and Sonn, 2008). In exploring the role of the arts for rural
communities the outcomes of arts engagement, be these intrinsic or aesthetic,
individual, social, or developmental (as identified within Figure 8.1), are described in
more detail below.

McCarthy and colleagues (2004) suggest that the arts are ultimately about the intrinsic
value derived from participation. That is, the process of artistic expression and the
subsequent aesthetic experience and interpretation of that expression (McCarthy et al.,
2004). As shown in Figure 8.1, the quality of the expression can instil a sense of
achievement and pride in the artist (Sixsmith and Kagan, 2005). For a group of
Aboriginal women in an agricultural town in the case-study region, a sense of
achievement and pride was an unexpected outcome of their participation in a domestic
violence workshop that utilised the visual arts. The impact of these intrinsic and
aesthetic outcomes was captured by a local resident in her early 30s, as the group were
preparing for their first exhibition:
We did an art workshop about domestic violence and that‟s when we
adopted the art. We got the interest. None of us ladies ever painted before.
You look at it and you‟d never think that we never painted before. We‟re
just gifted! All this hidden talent. It‟s just natural, hey. It really is, you
know? And it‟s good for „em, y‟know? It‟s amazing. I often sit here and
look around and tell these ladies, you know, I wouldn‟t have thought
you‟d have it in ya. The progress has come a long way. From the first one,
you know? And to look around now, gawd!

The adoption of the visual arts by the group provided the women with an opportunity to
produce quality artistic products, which they were preparing to display publicly within
their community. The impact is apparent in the pride that the women take in their work,
and the status and recognition that they receive from the broader community, all of
which influence their individual well-being.

Research within the field of arts therapy, including dance, drama, and music therapy,
has shown strong evidence for the positive influence of engaging in the arts to assist in
recovery, communication and understanding, and in the management of pain, stress, and
other symptoms (Staricoff, 2004; Argyle and Bolton, 2005). Interviewees supported this
notion that the arts had contributed towards their social and emotional well-being. In
general, engagement in the arts provided an outlet, relaxation, and time out from the
daily stressors of life. As explained by a social worker and artist in her late 40s, „it‟s a
form of relaxation and once they‟re doing art they‟re taking their mind off other issues‟.
The arts provided a means to express emotions and feelings, as well as offer different
perspectives on life. A visual artist and writer in her mid 40s suggested that the arts
provided her with a means for reconnecting with her culture, whilst also being able to
express her views, thoughts, and opinions in non-confronting ways:
There might be a bit of artwork that comes out because you had a bad
feeling, or you were sad, or some other emotion was there, and the
purpose that it might serve is just for that and you keep it at home. But
then other people celebrate life, and they celebrate their Aboriginality, and
they‟re the ones that we get on to the walls and we show the rest of the
world and say, „hey this is one of my paintings‟, an expression of feelings
and emotions that we‟re putting out to the wider community.

The arts can open channels of communication between health professionals and their
clients (Staricoff, 2004; Macnaughton et al., 2005), as well as within disparate
communities or between feuding families (see Section 7.3). Within the case-study
region, community members would come together to work on an arts project, such as a
public art project or a community festival. As a result of being involved on the same
project together, they not only got to know each other, but they talked, shared, and grew
to understand each other. For example, several domestic violence programs adopted
visual art as a way of attracting women, mostly Aboriginal, to use a centre or a facility
(see Section 7.4). By making provisions to enable women to engage in visual arts
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activity, staff were providing a venue away from the women‟s current domestic
situation, while enabling communication among and between the women and
professional health care staff. As explained by a social worker in his late 40s:
It can be used therapeutically as well. A lot of women like to come
together around painting. So she [social worker at the women’s domestic
violence centre] just bought a lot of canvas and paint and stuff and just set
it out there and women started coming to the [centre] and as they‟re
painting they start talking... as they got to know her they started opening
up to her.

Creativity has been used in arts in health practice with a capacity building focus for
enhancing social relationships, which is a major determinant of health (Hyyppä and
Mäki, 2003; White, 2009). As well as the social opportunities afforded from group
membership, belonging to a group can also increase an individual‟s confidence, skills,
esteem, and sense of achievement . For several of the female respondents, their social
and networking opportunities manifest around craft and other creative pursuits (see also
Section 7.3), as suggested by a resident in an agricultural town, in her late 50s:
As far as the arts goes, it‟s a good social outlet for all of us. As you can
see from that first half hour probably none of us stopped talking. We come
from such a diverse region. We come in with different ideas, points of
view, climates, colours, everything … There‟s a lot of catching up to do.
Social benefits are not limited to participation-based activity. Touring theatre
productions and music concerts also provided ample social and networking
opportunities and were viewed as essential for maintaining the morale of the local
community. These events contributed to social well-being by building capacity and
strengthening local identity, while also providing opportunities for income generation
and tourism (Shaw, 2003; Mulligan et al., 2006; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007). Festivals
are often used as a place-marketing strategy to revitalise the community and local
economy (Quinn, 2005; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007), as noted by a town resident in the
coastal sub-region and member of the local tourist association, in her late 60s:
When we came to town the thing that I heard so frequently was our town
is dying. What are we going to do? What can we do to stop it from dying?
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… People have gotten behind the [festival]. It was a way to stop the town
from dying, from becoming a ghost town, or a retirement town, really.15

In addition to the economic returns, public displays and celebrations involving the arts
can be used to strengthen community identity and social cohesion (see also Section 7.4).
A local resident in her early 40s expressed these sentiments over the recent installation
of several public art works and revitalisation projects within their town:
Makes you feel proud too, you know. You had an input into everything
that happen, you know. With our town, it looks good. I reckon that when
the kids see that too, you‟re role models and they respect what you do and
they don‟t destroy it and that. No trouble with vandalism or anything like
that, it‟s been good.
As already mentioned, while participation may be limited, the production of a tangible
product, such as the public art project mentioned above, can instil pride within the
broader community. This supports the view that collective social identity is important
for individual place identity (Pretty et al., 2003).

For residents of the rural communities in the Mid West region the arts have been shown
to influence both their individual and social well-being at a number of levels.
Engagement can vary from a professional level of arts practice, in which the artist
produces a high value aesthetic product to an amateur level, where the production of art
is primarily a means to achieve other related outcomes. The experience of engaging in
the arts was also seen to be therapeutic at an individual level and at a community level
by enabling communication and understanding within divisive communities. Social
well-being can be enhanced through building community capacity, and strengthening
local identity and social cohesion, which were shown to have been achieved through
performing arts touring productions, festivals, and public art. These outcomes, however,
are not only very diverse, but are also fairly inconsistent in the extent to which these
positive outcomes are achieved through a myriad of possible ways of engaging with the
arts. Thus, the following section describes the ways in which these outcomes can be
understood and the reasons behind there inherent complexity.

15

The term, „retirement town‟ is a common colloquialism and is used within Australian regional
development literature to refer to a small regional town characterised by rapid population growth, but
with a higher proportion of aged and low-income households, and lower levels of labour force
participation, which has implications for the town‟s future economic performance (Stimson et al., 2003).
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8.3 Understanding outcomes from arts engagement: The “secret
mission”
The Aboriginal women‟s group, mentioned in the previous section, was an example of
how unexpected outcomes can develop through engagement in the arts. In this case, use
of the visual arts developed beyond its initial use as a workshop tool to the production
of art, for its own sake. Subsequently, the women experienced a sense of pride and
achievement as they were preparing for their first exhibition, an unanticipated outcome
that began with a workshop on domestic violence. This example is not uncommon and it
highlights the difficulty of measuring the role of the arts in the social well-being of
Australian rural communities. For example, not only are the arts extremely variable, but
outcomes from arts activity are not easily isolated from the myriad of other influences
and interactions that take place whilst engaging in the arts. Commentators have often
remarked that the benefits and outcomes of the arts are multi-faceted and too complex to
be captured by standard means of evaluation (Matarasso, 1997; McCarthy et al., 2004).

While the nature of these relationships might be difficult to understand and evaluate,
this does not prevent artists and artsworkers from taking advantage of this dynamic and
complex set of interactions. An agricultural sub-region local government employee and
artist, in her early 30s, described the nature of her work in community development
through the use of the arts as her “secret mission”:
Just about everything has an arts slant… It‟s natural for me to visualise
things that way, and the outcomes are proven for me. I always say what
you‟re really trying to achieve is your secret mission… I don‟t always go
out saying this project is to address family feuding. Well, this is a tile
making project, come join in. The objective is to get those women that are
feuding sitting side-by-side, engaged in something.
In this sense, the arts were used as a tool for achieving community development and
capacity building outcomes within divisive and fragmented communities. That is, as a
way of achieving instrumental outcomes without necessarily having to make the
intention of these outcomes explicit, as explained further by the same local government
employee:
The arts is [sic] always a good, it‟s a good decoy, you know what I mean?
Quite often if you talk about those outcomes you want to achieve then
people will go, oh well, I‟m not coming to do that. But if it‟s an artistic
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activity that they can learn or participate in they are more readily, you
know, going to give their time to it.
These outcomes, shown in Figure 8.2 (a component of Figure 7.1, from Section 7.2),
feed back into future projects by influencing individuals, communities, and other
support organisations, such as governance and funding agencies. Thus, it is possible for
every arts activity to have a “secret mission” as the rogue benefits and outcomes, also
known as positive externalities, will occur due to the nature of the arts activity, whether
this is acknowledged or not.

Figure 8.2 Outcomes from arts activity

In a similar vein, the arts were understood by several of the artists and artsworkers
interviewed as a diversionary tactic. Diversionary tactics are often used to engage
children and young people in sport, or similar activities, with the aim of providing
alternative engagement options to crime or anti-social behaviour (Masson and Prior,
2008). Involving participants in the arts who were considered “at-risk”, or who were
identified as a priority target group, helped the facilitators to develop trust and build the
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confidence of participants. This, in turn, enabled facilitators to engage with the
participants to address other anti-social or behavioural issues. For example, an
Aboriginal artist and community worker in her mid 40s described the outcomes and
intentions of a program that targeted Aboriginal young people:
The purpose [of the street art project] was to teach art, but there was also
the underlying purpose of finding out why they were on the streets at
night, or looking at other things that gives them interest in terms of
identity, and colour, and doing painting, and just be proud of yourself as
an Aboriginal person.
Thus, the arts were often utilised as a way of addressing what was perceived as a social
problem by building self-esteem, providing constructive activities to develop a sense of
pride, and enabling communication between Aboriginal young people and the broader
community.
The “secret mission” nature of arts activity, while enabling community development
and addressing social issues, was also seen as problematic. The use of the arts as a tool
for community development has allowed a deeper engagement and understanding with
and among participants. However, frustration was expressed at the lack of
understanding of this process by senior management, governance, and funding
authorities. A former Shire CEO in his early 50s expressed a similar sentiment when
referring to the difficulties of attracting support from funding authorities who were
reluctant to support an arts activity because of a lack of understanding of the impact and
benefits beyond the life of the project:
That was always one of the challenges. It was almost like a metaphor for
something else. It wasn‟t about what people were doing, it was about the
effect of having them doing that on community spirit, and cooperation,
and all those other kinds of things… Because you cooperate on an arts
project you‟ve got the relationship where you can cooperate on other stuff
as well.
In the field of mental health promotion, achieving mastery in sporting activities or other
vocational skills training, while perhaps seemingly unimportant at the time, collectively
strengthens resilience and improves self-esteem while exposing those engaged in the
activities to role models and mentors (Sawyer and Kosky, 1996). As such, the benefits
of the activity may not always be immediately apparent, as suggested by Belliveau
(2005) in reference to learning through drama. The benefits take time to become
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internalised in the participants, and therefore, the immediate impact is not always
apparent. Thus, the role of the arts can be much more than its face value. Whether
acknowledged, or not, by participants, organisers, and funding bodies, the arts‟ primary
purpose may appear to be engagement for its own sake. However, there are other crucial
benefits that, while sometimes hidden, are integral or implicit in the nature of the
engagement itself.

8.4 What is different about the arts?
There is a substantial body of literature that demonstrates the links between well-being
and sport and recreation (Taylor et al., 1985), volunteering (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001),
and cultural attendance (Bygren et al., 1996), among other activities. Yet, the arts are
often singled out from other forms of engagement due to their unique ability to express
emotion, meaning, and values (Matarasso, 1997), as well as their role in innovation and
creativity (Dieleman, 2008; Sacco and Segre, 2009). The broad appeal of the arts, along
with their flexibility in terms of the context and time frame in which they take place, is
another defining feature of the arts, when compared to other forms of engagement. As
stated by a farmer‟s wife, and member of the local arts group, in her early 30s:
I have an increasing role in the farming side of things, but the arts is [sic]
flexible so you‟re able to pick it up when there‟s time.
The diversity in the arts applies both across art forms as well as within specific art
forms, which was referred to by a number of interviewees as the layers within the arts.
As in sport, where participation may be at a professional or amateur level, for
competition or fun, it was acknowledged that there were different contexts, situations,
and intentions to arts engagement, as explained by an Aboriginal artist in her mid 40s:
There‟s different layers to art. Not everyone believes that they are an
artist. Sometimes the arts is [sic] used as a diversionary or participation
project, so it can be used in different ways. See spiritual healing with the
arts, that serves a different purpose all together, that is where you are
looking at emotional well-being, and giving people activities, and giving
them ways to draw out emotions to deal with issues. See we do that, but
on another level. Artists are working towards interpreting the world as
they see it, but professionally developing themselves as well.
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In comparison with sporting events, racing events, and rodeos, there is a criticism that
the arts do not engage large audiences. This can be viewed as a positive, because the
arts do not require a minimum number of people for engagement, and thus fulfil a niche
within communities which had a strong history of sport, but simply do not have the
numbers to make sporting teams or competitions still viable (Personal Communication –
Senior Local Government Employee, 2008). It was also recognised by interviewees that
the quality, atmosphere, and nature of engagement at an arts event was different. When
compared to sport and racing events, the arts are not competitive and are therefore are
less aggressive. It was also observed that the arts attracted a different crowd of people
who would not normally engage in sport, racing, join a group, or be involved in a
committee. In this sense, arts events provided both social opportunities and
entertainment by engaging with different people in different ways. As an example, a
community development officer in her early 30s described the ability of a community
photography project to engage more community members than the local football
competitions:
One lady just had this comment that stuck with me, she said, [pauses] oh,
it gets me emotional still. That it brought more people together than the
local footy16. A broader range of community members. That was an
amazing achievement. To have the Indigenous people, non-Indigenous,
the farming, and the mining people all under one roof, and that was what
she was saying, was not even the football brings together that many
people. So it was interesting that her benchmark was the footy, as far as
bringing together different sectors of the community.

Participation in the arts produces a tangible product, for example, a visual art work, a
piece of literature, music and sound, or a performance. The process of developing and
creating art was a way of expressing emotion that did not have any other outlet. An
Aboriginal elder in his late 50s explained how he understood the relationship between
the tangible production of the arts, and individual and community health:
If you have a healthy and well functioning individual, then you have a
healthy community. If you do things that are visible, like the arts are, that
makes you feel good about yourself, and if you feel good about yourself
then everything else functions good. That‟s what I believe any way. I use
the arts all the time.
16

In reference to Australian Rules Football or Aussie Rules, also known colloquially as footy.
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A local government employee in her late 20s further noted the appeal of the arts when
engaging with Aboriginal people:
Indigenous people seem to have natural artistic ability in the areas you‟re
talking about. They are often very talented and don't get the opportunity to
express themselves or use these skills.
This view was reiterated by several other interviewees with respect to the importance
and relevance of the arts in enabling Aboriginal people to express themselves, deal with
trauma, and strengthen culture, heritage, and connection to their land and stories. As
explained by an Aboriginal artist and healer in her late 40s:
Art in the Aboriginal culture is very personal. When they take up
something or take on something, it‟s personal. They own it. I‟m an artist
and when I do my art, I own it, because I‟ve done those stories, and it‟s
my story.
Many interviewees felt that the arts were a way of connecting with Aboriginal people as
a starting point for addressing inequity and other risk factors experienced by Australia‟s
Indigenous people. An Aboriginal artist in her mid 40s, who worked across the region
stated:
I‟ve always believed that identity and culture is our foundation… People
gotta believe and stick to the way they‟ve been brought up and if you
don‟t have that foundation, and its all been taken away from you, then of
course you‟re going to get lost and confused… I think the arts is [sic] one
of the best ways, you know, dancing, singing, painting, writing, all those
things allow you to really express yourself.
The statement above supports the notion that the arts, as a means for self-expression,
have a crucial role in self-confidence, culture, and identity, and thus, sense of place.
This is of particular significance for Australian Indigenous people whose identity, sense
of belonging, and culture is intimately linked with an understanding of sense of place
(Moreton-Robinson, 2003). Culture, and therefore the arts as an exploration and
expression of culture, is an important outcome in its own right. As Belfiore (2002, p.
104) states, „culture is not a means to an end. It is an end in itself‟.
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8.5 The relationship between well-being and arts engagement
The model from Table 6.9 (see Section 6.3) was used to control for covariance in a new
model comparing the dependent well-being variables against the independent variables
for different types of arts and non-arts engagement. A full factorial multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA) was conducted using backward regression to examine the
effect of passive engagement at visual arts and/or design venues and events, performing
arts events, the reading of literature, and attendance at other non arts events, as well as
active engagement in the form of participation in the arts, and other non-arts activities,
as detailed in Table 8.1. The final model output for the MANOVA, including the model
design and multivariate tests, is shown in Table 8.2 (for full data output see Appendix
E).
Using Pillai‟s trace, selected for its robustness with uneven categories of data (Field,
2009), the model shows a significant effect for performing arts attendance V = 0.34,
F(3,309) = 3.593, p = 0.014 and arts participation V = 0.026, F(3,309) = 2.732, p =
0.044 while controlling for the covariates of gender (male; female), age in years (15 to
24; 25 to 54; 55 to 64; 65 and over), sub-region of residence (coastal; agricultural;
mining/pastoral), and number of years resident in current shire (less than 2; 2 to 4; 5 to
9; 10 or more), as previously defined by the model in Table 6.9. There was no
significant interaction effect between any of the engagement variables used in the
model, so they were therefore removed. There was also no significant difference
between those who did or did not engage in visual arts and design events or venues,
other non-arts events, the reading of literature, and non-arts participation, so these were
also removed from the model.
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Table 8.1 Construction of the independent variables as per the survey tool.
Independent Variables
Other non arts events

Visual arts and/or
design venues/events

Performing Arts
events

Read Literature

Non-arts participation

Arts Participation

Participation in the last 12 months (yes/no)
Movie cinema17
Amateur or professional sports event
Racing event (e.g. horses, dogs or cars)
Agricultural show, expo, trade fair or similar event
Art museum or gallery
Art fair or festival
Craft fair or festival
Park, monument, buildings or neighbourhoods for their historic or
design value
Jazz music
Classical music (e.g. symphony, chamber or choral music)
Musical stage play or operetta
Nonmusical stage play
Ballet
Dance other than ballet
Plays
Poetry
Novels or short stories
Jogging, lift weights, walk, or other exercise program
Sports activity, such as football, cricket, netball, basketball, tennis,
etc.
Camping, hiking, or canoeing
Volunteer or charity work
Gardening
Visual art (e.g. sculpture, painting, drawing, etc.)
Craft or handiwork (e.g. pottery, knitting, quilting, etc.)
Manual arts (e.g. woodwork, metalwork, etc.)
Photography or cinematography (i.e. making movies or videos)
Creative writing such as stories, poems, or plays
Music performance, rehearsal or composition (including singing)
Theatre or drama performance/rehearsal
Ballet performance, or rehearsal
Dance other than ballet (e.g. folk, bellydance, contemporary, etc.)

17

Items were based on the National Endowment for the Arts‟ survey on Public Participation in the Arts,
for which „movie cinema‟ is classified as „other leisure activities‟ along with gardening, exercise, and
television viewing. The same survey more broadly included as active arts participation the production of
photographs, movies, or videotapes, if it was undertaken as an artistic activity (National Endowment for
the Arts, 2004).
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Table 8.2 Final model for the prediction of the well-being components from
engagement using backward regression
Effect
Intercept
ShireYrA * Region * Gender
AgeCat * Gender
Region * Gender
ShireYrA * Gender
AgeCat * Region
ShireYrA * AgeCat
ShireYrA * Region
ShireYrA
AgeCat
Region
Gender

Pillai's Trace
.006

F
.653a

.017
.032
.018
.016
.002
.021
.018
.020
.001
.011
.013

1.802a
3.431a
1.839a
1.659a
.231a
2.174a
1.892a
2.118a
.130a
1.151a
1.318a

Hypothesis df Error df Sig.
3
309
0.582
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

309
309
309
309
309
309
309
309
309
309
309

0.147
0.017
0.140
0.176
0.875
0.091
0.131
0.098
0.942
0.329
0.269

A2Total
.026
2.732a
3
309
0.044
a
P1Total
.034
3.593
3
309
0.014
a. Exact Statistic
Design: Intercept + [gender + region + age + years in present shire + region * years in
present shire + gender * years in present shire + age * years in present shire + gender *
region + region * age + gender * age + gender * region * years in present shire] +
performing arts attendance + arts participation

As described in Section 6.3, the PCA analysis recoded the well-being component scores
to reflect a mean of zero and a SD of one. The mean well-being component scores for
those who did and did not attend any performing arts events in the last 12 months, are
shown in Figure 8.3. As with the figures presented in Section 6.3, the following figures
provide an indication, though not an accurate representation, of the nature of the
relationship between the three components of well-being and arts engagement. Yet,
there is clearly a higher mean score on all three components of well-being for attendees
versus non-attendees. However, only mean ill-being18 was shown as significant for the
post-hoc ANOVA for performing arts attendance, F(1,311) = 9.206, p = 0.003. For
which the mean ill-being of performing arts attendees was higher,

= 0.113, SD =

0.979, n = 188, and they therefore experienced less negative well-being compared with
18

Note that as a result of the score reversal of negatively worded questions, a high mean ill-being score
would imply the absence of negative well-being. Likewise, low mean ill-being scores imply the presence
of negative well-being.
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non-attendees,

= -0.040, SD = 1.005, n = 526 (for full table of means, see Appendix

Fvi). Pair wise comparisons also reveal a significant difference between the mean illbeing scores for performing arts attendance, mean difference (0.123) = 0.372, p = 0.003.

Figure 8.4 Mean well-being component scores for those who actively engaged in
the arts in the last 12 months and those that did not.
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Similarly, Figure 8.4 reveals higher mean well-being scores across all three components
for those who participated in the arts in the last 12 months and those who did not.
Again, however, a post-hoc ANOVA for arts participation was significant only for illbeing, F(1,311) = 6.376, p = 0.012. With arts participants having higher average illbeing,

= 0.073, SD = 0.967, n = 418, thus experiencing less negative well-being than

non participants,

= -0.104, SD = 1.037, n = 296 (see Appendix Fvii for full table of

means). Pairwise comparisons further reveal a significant difference between mean illbeing scores for arts participation, mean difference (0.109) = 0.275, p = 0.012. These
results support the findings from the interviews with community residents detailed in
Section 8.3 that there are well-being benefits to arts participation and attendance at
performing arts events.

As mentioned in Section 6.3, it is important to note in the interpretation of these results
that the ill-being component represents a clustering of negatively worded items on the
well-being index. The items were recoded before the analysis to make them consistent
with the direction of the other items on the scale. Subsequent to the PCA analysis, all
components were recoded to produce a mean of zero and a SD of one. Thus, a negative
ill-being score indicates that the respondent agreed more strongly with the negatively
worded items on the well-being index, suggesting that these “lower” ill-being scores
indicate the presence of ill-being, or negative well-being. Thus, both arts participants
and performing arts attendees had lower negative well-being than those who did not
engage in these activities when the main effects of age, gender, place of residence, and
years of residence (and the interaction effect between these variables) were accounted
for as covariance. No significant effect on the positive well-being items of social wellbeing and individual well-being was found, though clearly, there is a trend represented
within the above figures for the direction of the potential for this relationship. It is also
important to note the small scale of the data presented in Figures 8.3 and 8.4, where
average well-being scores range from -0.130 to 0.113, with a SD ranging from 0.869 to
1.094. However, they are still significant statistically, and this is probably due to the
large number of cases within each of the groups. The results lend statistical support to
the notion that arts engagement has a positive influence on well-being. Specifically, that
arts participation and performing arts attendance are associated with the absence, or a
lower presence, of ill-being.
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Figure 8.3 Mean well-being component scores for those who passively engaged in
the performing arts in the last 12 months and those who did not.

The final model derived within this chapter is highly complex and susceptible to large
error values on account of the great variability among the respondents to the household
survey. This could be attributable to a number of factors. For example, despite wider
recognition of the connection between engagement in cultural activity and well-being
(White, 2009), researchers remain sceptical about how such impacts can be objectively
measured given the multi-dimensional nature of the concept of well-being, and the
multitude of factors that are thought to influence it (Matarasso, 1997; Fisher, 2002;
McCarthy et al., 2004). As previously mentioned, determining a definition of the arts
has been contested for centuries (see Section 2.5), and the concept of well-being was
considered intangible, nebulous, and often ill-defined (Keleher and Armstrong, 2005)
(see Section 2.4). In addition, arts engagement might not yield measurable benefits
immediately following engagement (Belliveau, 2005), yet they are considered to be a
perishable commodity. Therefore, arts engagement must be ongoing for those benefits
to be maintained (Johansson et al., 2001).
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Despite the grand and ambitious claims made about the role of the arts in well-being,
there has been little attempt to support these claims with empirical data, including few
attempts to quantify the benefits, or impacts, of the arts, and minimal use of available
social indicators (see Sections 2.4, 3.5, and 5.2). This is largely a result of the
difficulties involved in obtaining accurate and comprehensive data, and in developing
and identifying appropriate indicators and outcomes for use in such complex modelling
(Jermyn, 2001; McQueen-Thomson et al., 2004; Anwar, 2005). Yet, despite the
limitations in the results addressed above, this research demonstrates that this type of
analysis is possible, though obvious adjustments to refine results are needed in future
research.

8.6 Conclusion
A key advantage of the arts, over other forms of engagement, is its use as a tool for
achieving community development and capacity building outcomes. This phenomenon
was described by one interviewee as her “secret mission” because the intention or
purpose of the project was not necessarily obvious, or explicitly stated to potential
participants, or to the community more generally. While this can be problematic in
terms of funding, governance, and community support for arts activity, the arts can be
utilised in a number of ways to achieve a myriad of outcomes for both individuals and
society at large. These benefits are both specific to the nature of the arts form itself, as
well as the processes and context in which that engagement takes place, and while
outcomes can accumulate beyond the life of the project, engagement in the arts would
need to be maintained for this to occur. The regression model further supports the
notion that the arts have a role in the well-being of the rural communities of the Mid
West. Again, however, further research would be required to establish more precise
causation. This research demonstrated that this analysis is a viable means for assessing
the relationship of selected variables with measures of well-being. However, more
research is required to refine the specific variables and survey tools, the sampling
techniques, and methods of data collection. The following and final chapter draws
together the findings from Chapters 6.0, 7.0, and 8.0 in a general discussion. How the
findings relate to the objectives and literature is also discussed, together with the
research limitations and future directions.
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9.0 General Discussion

9.1 Introduction
The WA State Sustainability Strategy asserted that the „arts and culture are central to the
identity of a healthy and vibrant society‟ (Government of Western Australia, 2003b, p.
250). A following inquiry on the impact of the arts in regional WA stated that the arts
fostered and strengthened the identity of a region while providing an inclusive base
from which communities can develop tolerance and understanding (Government of
Western Australia, 2004). More recently, on a federal level, the Australian Labor
Government made a commitment to arts and cultural sector reform as part of their 2010
electoral platform, while acknowledging the important contribution of the arts, along
with culture and heritage, to Australia‟s identity, community, and economy (Garrett,
2010). This thesis is both timely and relevant in its aim of clarifying the influence of the
arts on social well-being for Australian rural communities in order to determine why
some communities adjust to change better than others. There has been considerable
interest in the social conditions of regional Australia, and in the impact and benefits of
the arts on communities. However, few studies utilise qualitative and quantitative
research methods with self-reported well-being indicators to explore the influence of
individual variables, such as arts engagement, across the range of Australian rural
communities. This discussion, the final chapter of this thesis, presents its key findings
within the context of the research objectives and the broader literature. This is followed
by a discussion of the implications and future directions of this research.

9.2 Developing a quantitative subjective measure of social well-being
across diverse rural communities
[Innovation] is a vital part of the hardiness required by regional Australia
whose well-being requires the capacity to thrive as form and substance
change, sometimes exponentially (Fitzgerald, 2010, n.p.).

The first objective of this research was to develop a quantitative measure of selfreported social well-being for comparison across diverse rural communities. Well-being
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has been used as a means for assessing a nation‟s progress beyond economic measures
(Maxwell, 1999). It is concerned with the positive aspects of human flourishing and
thus, of the factors involved in ensuring the absence of poverty. Understanding the
theories of how well-being is acquired and maintained is a necessary pre-requisite for
determining which indicators or methods can be used for measuring well-being (see
Section 5.2). The literature on well-being acknowledges the multidimensional and
interdependent nature of the influences on well-being (Wearing and Headey, 1998;
Lehtinen et al., 2005), which can be used interchangeably with QOL, happiness, and
life satisfaction, thus emphasising its holistic nature and the interconnection of
economic, social, and environmental processes (Wiseman et al., 2005).

There is considerable overlap in the understanding of social well-being and the
sustainability of rural communities through notions of social capital, community
capacity, and sense of community (Black et al., 2000; Falk and Kilpatrick, 2000;
Cuthill, 2003). Yet, while subjective well-being studies on a national level are common,
these tools and indicators are not often utilised to make comparisons across rural
communities within the same state or region. The findings presented in Chapter 6.0
showed a significant difference in the well-being profile of the case-study region across
the variables of gender, age, sub-region of residence, and number of years in resident
shire. Comparison across different rural communities is necessary because there is a
high degree of diversity across regional Australia (see Section 3.4), as is also apparent
across the case-study region (see Chapter 4.0). Broader regional trends reflect the
vulnerability of rural Australia to macroeconomic forces. However, closer examination
of the sub-regions and individual communities within the case-study region, highlight
spatial and social variability through the influence of microeconomic forces, climate and
other environmental conditions, and the social and cultural dynamics of the community.
Statistically, there were only small differences in well-being across the chosen
variables, and these variations were not reflected to the extent that would have been
expected given the economic and social diversity within the region (see Chapters 4.0
and 6.0). It is known, however, that demographic variables only account for a small
proportion of variance in subjective well-being. Similarly, no single attitude or
personality trait accounts for variances in behaviour and there are an immense number
of variables which can influence subjective measures of well-being (Diener, 2009).
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The patterns and trends described in Chapter 6.0 provide insights into the relationship of
well-being with age, gender, place of residence, and length of residence. Without an
experimental model, however, it is impossible to determine a causal link and difficulties
remains in separating the effects of inter-correlated variables (Diener, 2009). As
previously mentioned, the concepts used in this research are complex and
multidimensional. Thus, it is difficult to single out individual outcomes and benefits
from the process of engaging with the arts. The more variables used in the statistical
modelling, the more complex the output, and thus the more difficult it is to discern
meaning from the results. Furthermore, there were a number of challenges in the
interpretation of the results due to uneven categories of data and very low numbers of
cases in some categories, which may have distorted the results.

For this research, the interpretation of such complexity in the quantitative data may have
been misleading without the context provided by the qualitative data. Similarly,
assumptions could have been made based on the qualitative data that were not reflected
within the statistics. Thus, the mixed-method (qualitative and quantitative) approach to
the research enabled the use of one set of data to confirm or refute assumptions that
were made from the other. A deeper understanding of the context of the communities
under study is an important factor when considering phenomena concerned with
resilience and subjective well-being. For example, in a review of Martin Seligman‟s
Flourish, Bond (2011) noted that the experience of trauma had a positive influence on
resilience, such that people who experienced extreme stress scored higher on certain
measures of well-being than those who had not. Thus, Bond cautions the reliance on
measures of well-being for making judgements about the progress of nations, by
suggesting that this example is the psychological equivalent of an increase in GDP
following a natural disaster (Bond, 2011). Such an example further highlights the
complexity of well-being research, and is a reminder to exercise caution when choosing
measures of well-being, and in the assumptions and interpretation of what those results
mean for communities and individuals “on the ground”.

205

9.3 Determining the nature and extent of active and passive arts
engagement across a diverse regional area
This research attempted to develop a comprehensive database on the extent of arts
activity within the case study region in order to address the criticism of a lack of data on
levels of arts engagement, especially in regional areas. However, while arts engagement
can take place in highly organised ways, trying to gauge the extent of activity was not as
straight-forward as it first seemed. There were difficulties in obtaining accurate and
reliable statistics on the levels of artistic activity in the regions as a result of the great
diversity of activity and the variety of ways in which people engage with the arts. For
example, there are no formal mechanisms for recording the extent of activity,
particularly when arts and cultural activity is overwhelmingly informal, infrequent, oneoff, and spontaneous. Engagement in the arts was further supported and constrained by
a diverse range of factors, beyond simple patterns of supply and demand (see Section
2.3). While there are a number of membership-based associations and organisations, as
well as arts-specific funding and advocacy bodies, membership levels often fail to
capture the extent and nature of informal arts engagement, commercial or individual arts
activity, of individuals and groups not eligible for arts funding, and of those who do not
feel that existing advocacy bodies adequately represent their interests. Despite these
difficulties, this research was able to capture a snapshot of the level and extent of arts
activity in the region, including data on who engaged in the arts and why they engaged,
and some of the outcomes of that engagement.

Understanding and defining what is meant by the arts, and subsequent engagement
therein, has been the subject of much scholarly discussion. In essence, the arts are a
social product that communicates meaning, emotion, and experience (Wolff, 1981;
Hauser, 1982) and in doing so, enables discourse on senses of belonging, identity, and
place (Kong, 1995; Bunting, 2007; Cherbo, 2007). The history of arts practice and
engagement across the world is dynamic and variable and is intimately tied to political
economy and culture, which determines how, and by whom, the arts are defined,
produced, supported, and consumed (see Section 2.3). For example, in Western society,
the arts were often viewed as created by professionals for the passive consumption of
the elite (Ife and Tesoriero, 2006), yet in the realm of community arts practice and
CCD, the benefits of arts were thought to accrue through active engagement in the arts
(Hawkes, 2001; Ife and Tesoriero, 2006).
206

In examining the role of the arts in Australian rural communities, it was first necessary
to determine the nature of arts activity within rural Australia. That is, what kinds of arts
activity were taking place and what was the purpose, intention, or reason for their
existence. In answering this question, clarification was needed on why people might
engage in the arts, and why arts activities were instigated in the first place. Section 7.3
concluded that people engaged in the arts for social and entertainment opportunities, to
support the organisers, and for individual well-being; in other words, because it made
them feel good. Section 7.4 determined that arts activity was instigated because of a
perceived need or a desired outcome that the arts were anticipated to achieve, including
for economic stimulation, to address social concerns, and for strengthening and/or
communicating identity and sense of place.

The barriers to arts engagement were also explored, revealing that there were fewer
opportunities to engage in the arts, with a number of barriers centred on arts availability
and access. While attendance figures for this sample, overall, may be lower than figures
released by the Australia Council (2010), rural audiences were considered more
dedicated arts attendees than their metropolitan counterparts, suggesting that rural
residents travel greater distances to attend arts events, and are more committed patrons
of the arts when presented with the opportunity to engage in them.

9.4 Exploring the role of the arts in influencing the social well-being of
diverse rural communities
As Picasso said, art is the lie that enables us to see the truth (Dickey, 2004,
p. 272).

The arts have long been thought of as a vehicle for building and maintaining individual
and social well-being, because of their role in providing entertainment, relaxation,
social, and economic opportunities, and a sense of belonging, identity, and place (Kong,
1995; Gibson, 2002; Brennan-Horley et al., 2007; Bunting, 2007; Cherbo, 2007; Curtis,
2010). Thus, the final objective of this research was to explore the role of the arts in the
social well-being of diverse rural communities. Among the other roles of the arts, as
described within the literature and confirmed in this research, the notion of the “secret
mission” eloquently provided a means for achieving community development outcomes
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and addressing social concerns. Outcomes from arts engagement were attributed to the
processes and contexts in which these engagements took place, in addition to the
benefits from arts engagement in its own right. The benefits of the arts were vast and
varied. However, they were not prescriptive. In some cases, the instigation of arts
activity was focused on creating supportive environments and spaces for self-reflection,
and the exploration of ideas and emotions. Thus, the arts were viewed as one of the best
ways of creating that space for those desired outcomes to be achieved. Statistical
analysis confirmed that those who actively engage in the arts and those who attend
performing arts events had higher average well-being scores than those who do not.

In determining the role of the arts, it was necessary to consider how the arts differed
from other forms of socio-cultural engagement. Links have been made between wellbeing and engagement through sport and recreation (Taylor et al., 1985), volunteering
(Thoits and Hewitt, 2001), and cultural attendance (Bygren et al., 1996). While the
benefits from these types of activities are thought to be attributed to their ability to
increase social capital, Section 3.2 introduced the idea of two types of social capital.
Bonding social capital, as opposed to bridging social capital, can increase hostility,
mistrust and prejudice towards outsiders (Black and Hughes, 2001). For example, sport
is known to create a strong sense of identity and attachment to locality which, while
strengthening bonding social capital, can limit the potential for bridging social capital
between neighbouring towns or regions (Tonts, 2005) and undermine the establishment
of cooperative ventures across both sport and other areas of rural life (Atherley, 2006).
Evidence was not found to support this same assertion with reference to engagement in
the arts. The arts are arguably more inclusive, less competitive, and focus on selfexpression and personal human experience, rather than on competition. While
competitions can form a component of arts activity, they tend to focus on the discovery
of talent and provide opportunities to showcase that talent. Incentives, such as prizes,
were often used to increase participation. Yet, “losing” had very different connotations
than it would within the context of a football derby, for example. Engagement in the arts
was, therefore, considered different because of the diverse and flexible nature of the
circumstances in which engagement would take place, a phenomenon uniquely
unrivalled by other forms of engagement.

Despite limitations in the availability of regional statistics, this research showed that the
arts were used to achieve community development and capacity building outcomes, and
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were distinguished from other forms of engagement by the nature of that engagement.
The arts have intrinsic/aesthetic benefits, social benefits, and benefits relating to
personal and community development (Sixsmith and Kagan, 2005), as confirmed by
this research. However, the outcomes from arts engagement were not easily isolated
from other influences and interactions resulting from the contexts in which engagements
in the arts took place. While difficult to understand, and perhaps even harder to
evaluate, some artists and artsworkers took advantage of this complex and dynamic set
of relationships through what one artsworker described as her “secret mission”, as
previously mentioned. In other words, the arts were utilised to achieve seemingly
unrelated community development objectives, with or without the explicit knowledge of
the participants involved. This phenomenon worked in a similar manner to that by
which positive externalities are understood in economic theory (Gans et al., 2000) and
are based on the same premise as diversionary tactics, which are used to address antisocial behaviour, crime, and other social problems (see Section 8.3). An understanding
of the arts in this way explains why support for the arts to achieve these kinds of
outcomes, or even the design of research and evaluation to support these assumptions,
have been difficult to obtain. The reason why these kinds of outcomes are possible is
because the benefits are not obvious among the myriad of other processes at play, nor
are they always explicitly linked to arts engagement. Thus, using the arts in this way can
be problematic when what is being attempted is to secure funding, governance, and
community support for the arts.

A key reason why this research is important is its contribution to an evidence base,
while more clearly defining the nature of the processes and outcomes from arts
engagement. The MANOVA model from Section 8.4, lends support to the complexity
of the role of the arts in fostering and maintaining the well-being of rural communities
in the case-study region. That is, when controlling for the covariate effects of length of
residence, age, gender, and region of residence, performing arts attendees had higher
average well-being than those who did not attend, and those who actively engaged in
the arts had higher average well-being than those who did not actively engage in the
arts. Thus, the arts do contribute to well-being and are fundamental to the functioning of
communities through their potential use in different ways to achieve a plethora of
outcomes for both individuals and communities. However, engagement in the arts needs
to be maintained as such benefits are both accumulative and are a perishable
commodity. The more these relationships are understood, the more effective regional
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development policy will be at enabling communities to determine customised solutions
for their future sustainability.

9.5 Research implications and future directions
Public policy has always sought to maximise the well-being of citizens,
and the reason so much policy is meant to promote economic growth is
because we believe it enhances well-being. Now we can measure wellbeing directly and put such assumptions to the test (Interview with D.
Gilbert, author of Stumbling on Happiness, 2006 in Griggs, 2011, p. 49).

The impact of global structural change has undermined the economies of many small
rural towns and caused some rural communities to stagnate, while others have
experienced high growth and economic expansion. Rural change can threaten social
institutions, infrastructure, and networks which are vital for accessing capital and
resources, and supporting the innovation and creativity that enables communities to
work towards locally relevant and sustainable solutions. In rural Australia, much of this
social capital was generated and maintained through involvement in sport. However,
sporting teams have minimum requirements for both the number of players and the
administration of such activities. It is well known that participation contributes to social
well-being and sustainability, yet there is a need to find new ways to increase
participation among local residents as a result of many of these structural changes.

As an under-researched field, there is still much to explore on the role of the arts in
individual and social well-being. This research, while drawing significant conclusions
and insights is limited in what it could achieve and there are many facets of well-being
research that still need to be explored. Minimal attention has been given to regional
Australia in national arts statistics, which often falsely assumes homogeneity among
Australia‟s regional population. Even though Australia‟s regional population is much
smaller than the metropolitan population, rural Australia is dynamic and generalisations
on regional and rural Australia overshadow not only subtle nuances between
communities, but can mask exceptional cases. Rural communities with very high or
very low levels of engagement in the arts need to be identified to explore in more depth,
the reasons attributed to these differences, including both the factors that may influence
levels of engagement, or be influence by them. Extensive regional or national census210

based data are needed to make generalisations through longitudinal data, which will
enable a more complete understanding of the complex processes and outcomes from
this type of engagement.

Further research is required to acknowledge and identify fundamental differences in the
patterns of arts engagement, and their possible influences and causes to establish a
thoroughly supported theoretical and conceptual framework for the field. Once this
theoretical and conceptual groundwork has been thoroughly investigated, experimental
models would need to be undertaken to establish causation. This research was able to
measure and test assumptions that were thought to be either too difficult, or impossible
to achieve within the literature. It has demonstrated a workable methodology for future
research which can build on these techniques. However, much more work is needed to
clarify terms and refine survey tools and sampling techniques. This would build a solid
body of knowledge within the field and would be an immense asset in informing, not
only arts and cultural policy, but “whole of community” approaches to regional
development and sustainability, generally.

9.6 Conclusion
As stated in Section 1.1, the arts enrich the experience of life (Potts, 2007) and are
important for communities as a repository of cultural meaning and experience (Wolff,
1981; Hauser, 1982). The arts are considered to play an important role in rural
Australian communities in not only supporting and securing the well-being of residents,
but in building resilience, social capital, and community capacity, generally, to enable
communities to adapt to change in productive and sustainable ways. This research
provided much needed empirical rigour and insight into the role of the arts in the social
well-being of Australian rural communities. However, as an under researched field,
more work is needed to build a solid body of knowledge with an empirically supported
theoretical and conceptual framework, which would be a valuable evidence base for
informing regional development policy and practice for the benefit of rural Australian
communities generally.
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Appendix A: Guiding questions for interviews
What do you think about the state of your community right now?
•
Has it been better or worse in the past?
•
In your opinion, is there anything that needs to change to make it a better place
to live?
•
What are the main issues facing your community right now?
What do you think are the advantages/disadvantages of living in a rural community,
when compared to say, living in Perth?
Do you value the arts? How and Why?
Do you think your community values the arts? How/Why?
How do you think the arts compares with sport within your town/shire/region?
In terms of :
•
Funding and local government support?
•
Local community support and participation?
•
Participation of women, indigenous people or other minority, disadvantaged or
marginalised groups?
Do you feel the whole community is supportive of arts activity taking place in your
town/shire/community? Why/Why not?
In your community what has been the role of the arts, if any, in:
•
Tourism?
•
Income generation?
•
Employment?
•
Community Identity?
(Please provide specific examples)
In your personal experience, do you think the arts have contributed to the social wellbeing of your community in any of the following ways:
•
Feeling connected with others in the community?
•
Feeling like you belong?
•
Building sense of trust, security and reciprocity?
•
Getting people involved?
(Please provide specific examples)
Any other comments you would like to make?
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Appendix B: Household survey questionnaire
SECTION ONE: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS
(to be completed by one member of the household who is over the age of 18 years)

1. In what year were you born?
Male
Female

2. Are you:
3. What is your usual occupation?

Carnamah
Chapman Valley
Coorow
Cue
Irwin
Meekatharra
Mingenew
Morawa
Mullewa
Mt Magnet
Murchison
Northampton
Perenjori
Sandstone
Three Springs
Wiluna
Yalgoo

4. Which Mid West shire do you live in?

5. How many years have you lived in this shire?

(Write number)
6. If less than 10 years, where did you live previously?

7. Do you identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander?

* End of Section One, please go to Section Two
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Yes
No

SECTION TWO: PARTICIPATION IN ACTIVITIES AND EVENTS
8A. During the last 12 months, did you go to:
Please tick any that apply
Movie cinema
Amateur or professional sports event
Racing event (e.g. horses, dogs or cars)
Agricultural show, expo, trade fair or similar event
8B. If you selected any of the above boxes, in total, how often did you go
to the places listed above? (e.g. once a fortnight, twice a year, etc.)
9A. During the last 12 months did you visit any of the following:
Please tick any that apply
Art museum or gallery
Art fair or festival
Craft fair or festival
Park, monument, buildings or neighborhoods for their historic or design
value
9B. If you selected any of the above boxes, in total, how often did you visit
the places listed above? (e.g. once a fortnight, twice a year, etc.)

10A. With the exception of primary or high school performances, did you
go to any of the following live performances during the last 12 months?
Please tick any that apply
Jazz music
Classical music (e.g. symphony, chamber or choral music)
Musical stage play or operetta
Nonmusical stage play
Ballet
Dance other than ballet
10B. If you selected any of the above boxes, in total, how often did you
attend the events listed above? (e.g. once a fortnight, twice a year, etc.)

11A. During the last 12 months and with the exception of books/literature
required for work or school, have you read any:
Please tick any that apply
Plays
Poetry
Novels or short stories
11B. If you selected any of the above boxes, in total, how many books or
literature have you read in the past 12 months? (e.g. 3, 12, 35)

(Write number)
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12. During the last 12 months have you participated in any of the following
activities:
Please tick any that apply
Jogging, lift weights, walk, or other exercise program
Sports activity, such as football, cricket, netball, basketball, tennis, etc.
Camping, hiking, or canoeing
Volunteer or charity work
Gardening
Visual art (e.g. sculpture, painting, drawing, etc.)
Craft or handiwork (e.g. pottery, knitting, quilting, etc.)
Manual arts (e.g. woodwork, metalwork, etc.)
Photography or cinematography (i.e. making movies or videos)
Creative writing such as stories, poems, or plays
Music performance, rehearsal or composition (including singing)
Theatre or drama performance/rehearsal
Ballet performance, or rehearsal
Dance other than ballet (e.g. folk, bellydance, contemporary, etc.)

13. From ALL the events and activities listed so far, if you could do any of these as often as you
wanted, which ones would you do to more often than you do now? (please specify the
event/activity)

14. What are some of the barriers to you participating in your preferred
events/activities more often?
Please tick any that apply
Entry/ticket price too expensive
Too far to travel
Quality available is poor
Not available in my local area
I don‟t know enough about it
OTHER, please specify…
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15A. In the last 12 months have you travelled to any of the following
locations to attend an arts event, visit an art gallery, or take part in
rehearsals, performance, workshop, or training in any of the art forms
mentioned so far?
Please tick any that apply
City of Geraldton-Greenough
Other Shire within the Mid West
Other region in WA
Perth
Interstate
Overseas
15B. How many times in the last 12 months have you travelled 100km or
more to attend an arts event, visit an art gallery, etc.?

(Write number)
16. Approximately how many hours of television (TV) do you watch on an
average day?

(Write number)
17. During the last 12 months did you listen to or watch any of the
following on television, radio, the internet, video, DVD, tape, record, CD,
or other media?
Please tick any that apply
Readings of poetry, novels, or books
Jazz music
Classical music
Contemporary or Popular music
Opera, musical stage play, or operetta
Nonmusical stage play
Ballet or other forms of dance
Other programs about the arts
(e.g. programs about artists, literature, art, or music history, etc.)

* End of Section Two, please go to Section Three
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SECTION THREE: WELL-BEING & YOUR COMMUNITY
The following section involves questions about your personal well-being.
Please circle number according to level of satisfaction, e.g.
Very
Dissatisfied

0

18. Thinking about your own
life and personal
circumstances, how satisfied
are you with your life as a
whole?
19. How satisfied are you with
feeling part of your
community?

1

2

3

4

Very
Dissatisfied

0

1

1

5

6

7

8

9 10

Very
Satisfied

Neutral

2

3

4

Very
Dissatisfied

0

Very
Satisfied

Neutral

5

6

7

8

Very
Satisfied

Neutral

2

3

4

5

9 10

6

7

8

9 10

The following section consists of a series of statements concerning various aspects of social
well-being.
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements
20. I have friends I can turn to
when times are tough

Strongly
Disagree

0

21. On occasion, I have doubts
about my ability to succeed in life

3

4

1

1

2

3

4

1
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6

7

8

5

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

9 10
Strongly
Agree

6

7

8

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

Strongly
Disagree

0

5
Neutral

Strongly
Disagree

0
23. I feel I can make an impact in
making my community a better
place to live

2

Strongly
Disagree

0
22. Most people who live in my
community are willing to help
you if you need it

1

Strongly
Agree

Neutral

6

7

8

9 10

Strongly
Disagree

Strongly
Agree

Neutral

24. I often feel bored

0
25. I have difficulty
communicating my ideas to
others

4

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

3

4

1
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7

8

5

5

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

6

7

8

3

4

5

9 10
Strongly
Agree

6

7

8

9 10
Strongly
Agree

6

7

8

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

2

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

Strongly
Disagree

0

6

Neutral

Strongly
Disagree

0
32. During the past few weeks I
have felt particularly excited or
interested in something

3

Strongly
Disagree

0

31. I always go out of my way to
help someone in trouble

2

Strongly
Disagree

0

30. I feel connected with my
community

1

5
Neutral

Strongly
Disagree

0

29. I feel very lonely or remote
from other people

4

Strongly
Disagree

0
28. During the past few weeks I
have felt depressed or very
unhappy

3

Strongly
Disagree

0
27. I have a strong understanding
of the issues that affect my
community

2

Strongly
Disagree

0

26. Things have really gone my
way over the past few weeks

1

6

7

8

9 10

33. My community is a safe place
to live

Strongly
Disagree

0
34. During the past few weeks I
have felt pleased about having
accomplished something

1

2

3

4

Strongly
Disagree

0

1

5

6

7

8

2

3

4

5

9 10
Strongly
Agree

Neutral

* End of Section Three, please go to Section Four
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Strongly
Agree

Neutral

6

7

8

9 10

SECTION FOUR: THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ARTS IN YOUR COMMUNITY
Thinking about all the arts activity that might take place in your Shire (including any murals,
painted banners/street poles or other public art, craft & pottery groups, touring shows, repertory
clubs, live music concerts, and so on.)…
Please circle number according to value, e.g.
No Va l ue

0

1

Hi gh Val ue

Neutral

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9 10

High Value

Neutral

No Value

35. What value, if any, do you
personally place on the arts?

0

36. What value do you think the
arts have in your community as
a whole?

1

2

3

4

1

In your opinion…
37. Why do you think people would
get involved in the arts, attend an
arts event, or go to an exhibition?

38. What do you think might be
some of the benefits, if any, of
exposure to the arts?

39. Any other comments you would
like to share?

* End of Section Four, end of questionnaire.
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6

7

8

2

3

4

5

9 10

High Value

Neutral

No Value

0

5

6

7

8

9 10

Appendix C: SPSS output of PCA analysis

Descriptive Statistics

Mean Std. Deviation Analysis N
Life satisfaction (direct cognitive well-being)

7.1975

2.07812

714

Community satisfaction (direct cognitive well-being)

6.7227

2.20769

714

Doubts about ability to succeed (Individual well-being)

5.9496

2.86248

714

Often feel bored (Individual well-being)

6.5448

3.13087

714

Things have gone my way (Individual well-being)

5.7871

2.34764

714

Felt depressed or unhappy (Individual well-being)

6.8936

2.91918

714

Go out of my way to help someone (Individual well-being)

7.5770

1.70728

714

Felt excited or interested in something (Individual well-being)

6.8319

2.26561

714

Felt pleased about having accomplished something (Individual well-

7.3613

2.04053

714

Have friends I can turn to (Community well-being)

7.5602

2.42703

714

People in community are willing to help (Community well-being)

7.2409

2.24907

714

I can make an impact in making my community a better place to live

6.5056

2.24717

714

6.1331

2.78202

714

6.8095

2.06558

714

Feel lonely or remote from other people (Community well-being)

6.8599

2.92544

714

Feel connected with my community (Community well-being)

6.2311

2.31674

714

My community is a safe place to live (community well-being)

7.8207

2.15951

714

being)

(Community well-being)
I have difficulty communicating my ideas to others (Community
well-being)
I have a strong understanding of issues affecting my community
(Community well-being)
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Appendix D: SPSS output of initial MANOVA model
Multivariate Testsc
V (Pillai‟s Trace)

F

.023

Gender

.012

1.187

Region

.009

AgeCat

Effect

Hypothesis df

Error df

Sig.

2.233a

3

285

.085

a

3

285

.315

.435

6

572

.856

.073

2.401

9

861

.011

ShireYrA

.051

1.653

9

861

.096

Region * ShireYrA

.040

.779

15

861

.702

Gender * ShireYrA

.044

1.421

9

861

.175

AgeCat * ShireYrA

.059

1.427

12

861

.147

Gender * Region

.022

1.078

6

572

.374

Region * AgeCat

.050

.807

18

861

.694

Gender * AgeCat

.061

1.996

9

861

.037

Gender * Region * ShireYrA

.074

1.819

12

861

.041

Intercept

Design: Intercept + Gender + Region + AgeCat + ShireYrA + Region * ShireYrA + Gender * ShireYrA +
AgeCat * ShireYrA + Gender * Region + Region * AgeCat + Gender * AgeCat + Gender * Region *
ShireYrA

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Source

Corrected
Model

Dependent Variable

Social well-being
Ill being
Individual well-being

Intercept

Gender

Region

Type III Sum of

Mean

Squares

df

Square

F

Sig.

a

37

1.148

1.346

.095

b

37

1.446

1.603

.018

c

37

1.260

1.359

.088

42.480
53.491

46.620

Social well-being

.550

1

.550

.645

.423

Ill being

.196

1

.196

.217

.641

Individual well-being

4.833

1

4.833

5.214

.023

Social well-being

2.976

1

2.976

3.490

.063

Ill being

.217

1

.217

.241

.624

Individual well-being

.094

1

.094

.101

.751

Social well-being

1.092

2

.546

.640

.528

Ill being

.858

2

.429

.476

.622

Individual well-being

.332

2

.166

.179

.836
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Social well-being

3.504

3

1.168

1.370

.252

Ill being

8.648

3

2.883

3.197

.024

Individual well-being

8.867

3

2.956

3.189

.024

Social well-being

5.222

3

1.741

2.041

.108

Ill being

4.766

3

1.589

1.762

.155

Individual well-being

4.480

3

1.493

1.611

.187

Region *

Social well-being

4.686

5

.937

1.099

.361

ShireYrA

Ill being

5.556

5

1.111

1.232

.294

Individual well-being

.668

5

.134

.144

.982

Gender *

Social well-being

1.441

3

.480

.563

.640

ShireYrA

Ill being

8.454

3

2.818

3.125

.026

Individual well-being

.889

3

.296

.320

.811

AgeCat *

Social well-being

2.629

4

.657

.771

.545

ShireYrA

Ill being

7.866

4

1.966

2.181

.071

Individual well-being

6.269

4

1.567

1.691

.152

Gender *

Social well-being

.017

2

.008

.010

.990

Region

Ill being

.320

2

.160

.178

.837

Individual well-being

5.714

2

2.857

3.083

.047

Region *

Social well-being

3.309

6

.552

.647

.693

AgeCat

Ill being

3.998

6

.666

.739

.619

Individual well-being

7.632

6

1.272

1.372

.226

Gender *

Social well-being

4.555

3

1.518

1.780

.151

AgeCat

Ill being

7.747

3

2.582

2.863

.037

Individual well-being

3.196

3

1.065

1.149

.329

Gender *

Social well-being

8.072

4

2.018

2.366

.053

Region *

Ill being

2.818

4

.704

.781

.538

ShireYrA

Individual well-being

8.541

4

2.135

2.304

.059

Error

Social well-being

244.766

287

.853

Ill being

258.815

287

.902

Individual well-being

265.999

287

.927

Social well-being

298.614

325

Ill being

312.456

325

Individual well-being

314.938

325

Corrected

Social well-being

287.246

324

Total

Ill being

312.306

324

Individual well-being

312.618

324

AgeCat

ShireYrA

Total

a. R Squared = .148 (Adjusted R Squared = .038)
b. R Squared = .171 (Adjusted R Squared = .064)
c. R Squared = .149 (Adjusted R Squared = .039)
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Appendix E: SPSS output of participation MANOVA model
Effect

Pillai's Trace

F

.006

.653a

Intercept
ShireYrA * Region * Gender
AgeCat * Gender

AgeCat * Region
ShireYrA * AgeCat

.582

1.802

3.000

309.000

.147

3.431

a

3.000

309.000

.017

1.839

a

3.000

309.000

.140

.016

1.659

a

3.000

309.000

.176

.002

a

.017

3.000

309.000

.875

2.174

a

3.000

309.000

.091

1.892

a

3.000

309.000

.131

.020

2.118

a

3.000

309.000

.098

.001

a

.018

ShireYrA
AgeCat
Region

.011

Gender

.013

A2Total

.026

P1Total

Dependent Variable

309.000

.021

ShireYrA * Region

Sig.

3.000

.018

ShireYrA * Gender

Error df

a

.032

Region * Gender

Hypothesis df

.034

.231

.130

3.000

309.000

.942

1.151

a

3.000

309.000

.329

1.318

a

3.000

309.000

.269

2.732

a

3.000

309.000

.044

3.593

a

3.000

309.000

.014

(I) Attendance at

(J) Attendance at

any live

any live

performance in last performance in last Mean Difference
12 months
Social Well-being
dimension1

Ill-being

Individual Well-being
dimension1

(I-J)

Std. Error

Sig.a

No

dimension2

Yes

-.109

.123

.374

Yes

dimension2

No

.109

No
dimension1

12 months

dimens io n2

Yes

.123

.374

*

.123

.003

*

.123

.003

-.372

Yes

dimens io n2

No

.372

No

dimension2

Yes

.037

.127

.771

Yes

dimension2

No

-.037

.127

.771
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Univariate Tests
Dependent Variable
Social Well-being

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

.705

1

.705

.793

.374

276.420

311

.889

8.181

1

8.181

9.206

.003

276.393

311

.889

.081

1

.081

.085

.771

296.248

311

.953

Contrast
Error

Ill-being

Contrast
Error

Individual Well-being

Contrast
Error

The F tests the effect of Attendance at any live performance in last 12 months. This test is based on
the linearly independent pairwise comparisons among the estimated marginal means.
Dependent Variable

(I) Participation in (J) Participation in
the arts in the last

the arts in the last Mean Difference (I-

12 months

12 months

Social Well-being
dimension1

Ill-being

J)

Std. Error

Sig.a

.109

.909

No

dimension2

Yes

.012

Yes

dimension2

No

-.012

.109

.909

*

.109

.012

*

.109

.012

No

dimens io n2

Yes

-.275

dimens io n1

Individual Well-being
dimension1

Yes

dimens io n2

No

.275

No

dimension2

Yes

-.181

.113

.108

Yes

dimension2

No

.181

.113

.108

Univariate Tests
Dependent Variable
Social Well-being

Contrast
Error

Ill-being

Contrast
Error

Individual Well-being

Contrast
Error

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

.012

1

.012

.013

.909

276.420

311

.889

5.667

1

5.667

6.376

.012

276.393

311

.889

2.471

1

2.471

2.594

.108

296.248

311

.953

The F tests the effect of Participation in the arts in the last 12 months. This test is based on the linearly
independent pairwise comparisons among the estimated marginal means.
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Appendix F: Tables of mean well-being component scores
i.

Age

Age (years)
(n = 713)
15 to 24
(n = 26)
25 to 54
(n = 331)
55 to 64
(n = 183)
65 +
(n = 173)

ii.

Ill-being

SD
SD
SD
SD

-0.464
0.695
-0.053
1.002
-0.005
0.928
0.178
1.081

Social
Well-being
-0.657
0.973
-0.020
0.989
-0.086
1.000
-0.058
1.023

Individual
Well-being
0.438
0.802
-0.065
0.969
0.103
1.001
-0.042
1.102

Length of residence in shire (years)

Years in shire of

Ill-being

Social

Individual

Well-being

Well-being

0.100

0.056

-0.074

0.885

0.963

0.926

0.010

0.203

-0.161

0.999

0.932

1.007

-0.069

0.370

-0.084

0.926

0.956

0.819

-0.241

0.613

0.771

1.452

0.756

0.975

residence (n = 325)
<2
(n = 104)

SD

2 to 4
(n = 182)

SD

5 to 9
(n = 24)

SD

10 +
(n = 15)

SD
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iii.

Gender by region of residence

Gender

Region

Ill-being

Male
(n = 256)

Agricultural
(n = 67)
Coastal
(n = 145)
Mining/Pastoral
(n = 44)
Agricultural
(n = 138)
Coastal
(n = 259)
Mining/Pastoral
(n = 60)
Agricultural
(n = 205)
Coastal
(n = 404)
Mining/Pastoral
(n = 104)

-0.139
0.892
0.161
1.004
0.022
0.976
-0.173
1.024
0.073
0.998
-0.162
1.024
-0.162
0.981
0.105
0.999
-0.084
1.003

Female
(n = 457)

Total
(n = 713)

iv.

SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD

Social
Well-being
0.0347
1.040
-0.032
1.002
-0.284
1.054
0.029
0.970
0.110
0.920
-0.286
1.232
0.031
0.991
0.059
0.952
-0.285
1.154

Individual
Well-being
-0.164
1.119
0.071
1.061
-0.224
1.190
0.027
0.944
-0.017
0.879
0.220
1.123
-0.035
1.006
0.014
0.948
0.032
1.167

Social
Well-being
-0.975
1.067
-0.102
0.995
-0.146
1.030
0.089
1.042
-0.630
0.985
0.016
0.986
-0.049
0.984
0.365
0.887

Individual
Well-being
1.210
0.755
-0.126
1.115
-0.026
1.061
0.018
1.121
0.373
0.787
-0.039
0.899
0.180
0.959
-0.090
0.997

Gender by age (years)

Gender

Age (years)

Ill-being

Male
(n = 256)

15 to 24
(n = 2)
25 to 54
(n = 101)
55 to 64
(n = 69)
65 +
(n = 84)
15 to 24
(n = 24)
25 to 54
(n = 230)
55 to 64
(n = 114)
65 +
(n = 89)

-0.304
0.689
-0.007
0.982
0.148
0.779
0.073
1.116
-0.478
0.709
-0.073
1.012
-0.098
0.999
0.277
1.044

Female
(n = 457)

SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
SD
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v.

Gender by region of residence and length of residence in shire (years)

Region
Agricultural
(n = 112)

Gender
Male
(n = 46)

Female
(n = 66)

Coastal
(n = 178)

Male
(n = 67)

Female
(n = 111)

Mining/Pastoral
(n = 35)

Male
(n = 16)

Female
(n = 19)

Length of
residence in shire
(years)
<2
SD
(n = 6)
2 to 4
SD
(n = 31)
5 to 9
SD
(n = 6)
10 +
SD
(n = 3)
<2
SD
(n = 17)
2 to 4
(n = 42)
SD
5 to 9
SD
(n = 6)
10 +
SD
(n = 1)
<2
SD
(n = 25)
2 to 4
SD
(n = 30)
5 to 9
(n = 6)
SD
10 +
SD
(n = 6)
<2
SD
(n = 45)
2 to 4
SD
(n = 57)
5 to 9
SD
(n = 5)
10 +
SD
(n = 4)
<2
(n = 5)
SD
2 to 4
SD
(n = 10)
5 to 9
SD
(n = 0)
10 +
SD
(n = 1)
<2
SD
(n = 6)
2 to 4
SD
(n = 12)
5 to 9
(n = 1)
SD
10 +
SD
(n = 0)
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Illbeing
0.032
0.912
-0.097
0.714
0.344
0.414
0.285
0.849
-0.266
0.881
-0.070
1.110
-0.383
0.853
1.111
.
0.205
0.788
0.239
1.035
0.438
1.009
-1.144
1.793
0.304
0.895
0.033
0.987
-0.434
0.867
0.517
0.784
-0.413
0.880
0.213
1.007
.
.
-0.786
.
-0.338
0.892
-0.280
1.216
-1.888
.
.
.

Social
Wellbeing
-0.760
1.039
-0.005
1.086
0.717
0.634
0.098
0.394
-0.022
1.173
0.262
0.797
0.040
0.215
0.954
.
0.199
0.863
0.230
0.698
-0.082
1.620
0.537
1.028
0.118
0.836
0.407
0.768
0.750
0.677
0.939
0.550
-0.710
1.139
-0.036
1.234
.
.
0.963
.
0.669
0.935
-0.306
1.578
1.092
.
.
.

Individual
Well-being
0.221
0.933
-0.248
1.111
-0.347
0.976
0.446
0.853
-0.449
0.939
-0.084
0.938
0.069
0.808
1.350
.
-0.026
1.057
-0.367
0.978
-0.085
0.528
1.117
1.259
-0.065
0.804
-0.135
0.822
-0.070
1.126
0.273
0.701
-0.267
0.773
-0.068
1.284
.
.
1.086
.
0.588
1.134
0.107
1.577
0.518
.
.
.

vi.

Performing arts attendance

(n = 714)
Yes
(n = 188)
SD
No
(n = 526)
SD

vii.

Ill-being
0.113
0.979
-0.040
1.005

Social Well-being
0.091
0.909
-0.033
1.029

Individual Well-being
0.085
0.958
-0.030
1.014

Ill-being
0.074
0.967
-0.104
1.037

Social Well-being
0.053
0.958
-0.074
1.054

Individual Well-being
0.092
0.918
-0.130
1.094

Arts Participation
(n = 714)
Yes
(n = 418)
SD
No
(n = 296)
SD
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