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Executive Summary 
Background 

This report forms part of a PhD research project on ‘Processes and Pathways to Water Sensitive 
Cities.’ The research asks, ‘How can urban water governance regimes support institutional adaptive 
capacity to enable and expedite a shift toward sustainable urban water management?’ By identifying 
the interplay between informal institutions (shared meanings and understandings, norms, conventions 
and interactions) and formal institutions (documented rules and regulations), the research provides an 
understanding of the socio-political dynamics underlying urban water management practice. 
Describing these dynamics reveals how institutions change overtime, and how this capacity to adapt 
can be utilised. 

This report presents the case study of the Perth urban water sectori, focusing on the years 2009-2012. 
It provides an institutional analysis of how the sector responded to drought, focusing on a more socio-
political perspective. In providing this analysis of the management assumptions, beliefs, cross-sectoral 
relationships and other informal institutional attributes that underpin the professional practices that 
deliver urban water services, this research provides insight into the ‘institutional black box’ of urban 
water management. The analysis identifies institutional attributes and dynamics that explain perceived 
‘institutional barriers’ to change in the Perth context. However, the analysis also reveals opportunities 
within these attributes and dynamics to facilitate collective action toward common goals. These 
present prospects for building capacity within the institutional setting to adapt to changing future 
conditions. This report presents recommendations on where these opportunities lie for the urban water 
sector in Perth. 

Results 

This research has shown that while Perth responded successfully to three decades of drying climatic 
conditions by maintaining water supplies, attributes of its institutional setting are now creating a lock-
in dynamic to maintain current practices. This compromises the sector’s ability to take a long-term, 
integrated perspective of water resources management, and to act collectively and strategically to 
manage the resource for changing needs and circumstances into the future. These ‘maintaining’ 
attributes are summarised in Table A, along with some of the costs implications this situation is 
generating for the sector as a whole. 

  

                                                        
i The management of water to supply a city’s metropolitan area loosely defines the boundary of the case study. The urban 
water sector encompasses the actors (individuals, groups or organisations) with a formally recognised role in collecting, 
distributing, using, valuing, treating and disposing of water. Other actors may also have an influence over the management of 
water (e.g. the community, other departments), and this research is designed to capture these influences without the direct 
participation of these diverse and sometimes indefinable actors. 
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Table A: ‘Maintaining’ institutional attributes and associated costs identified in Perth. 

# Institutional attributes Associated cost(s) 

1 Disparate beliefs, values and 
problem frames of urban water 
practitioners, Politician’s and the 
public. 

Provision of water is not recognized as a key 
foundation of economic development, and as such 
water management poses a significant barrier to the 
State’s future prosperity. 

2 Disconnected identity and mission of 
urban water management 
organisations. 

Opportunity costs for public good outcomes as each 
organization works toward their own contribution to 
public good without integration or coordination. 

3 Silos within organisations and across 
the urban water sector. 

Significant transaction costs and lost opportunities for 
efficient investment through collaboration. 

4 Prescriptive governance setting 
relying on regulation. 

High compliance costs. 

A more detailed analysis of these and other attributes, and descriptions of the dynamics they create, 
can be found in Section 3 ‘Perth’s Institutional Dynamics’ on page 3. 

As the first three institutional attributes identified in Table A are key areas for the creating social 
learning needed for adaptation.1, 2, the impact of these maintaining dynamics in Perth is to disable 
learning and adaption in water management practice. The institutional analysis revealed that greater 
‘creative’ and ‘disruptive’ dynamics need to be created in Perth’s institutional setting to balance these 
maintaining dynamics. Therefore, reconfiguring the attributes in Table A into those listed in Table B 
will provide the leverage points to generate institutional dynamics that support innovation, learning 
and adoption, due to their inter-linkages. Strategies to initiate these reconfigurations are briefly 
described in Table B. 

In addition, the information and learnings generated from strategies to reconfigure attributes 1 – 3 can 
be utilised to address issues in the formal governance setting (attribute 4, Table A), by providing the 
information and feedback mechanisms needed to inform adaptive water governance (attribute 4, Table 
B). Further detail on these opportunities and strategies can be found in found in Section 4 ‘Discussion’ 
on page 17. 
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Table B: Institutional attributes and strategies to support an adaptive urban water sector. 

# Institutional attributes Strategies to generate creative and disruptive dynamics 

1 Shared understandings, 
values and problem frames. 

Learn how to learn together. 

Encourage professional discourse to generate shared 
understandings and narratives. 

Provide capacity building in stakeholder engagement skills to 
mobilise networks and collaborative projects. 

3 Collaborative cross inter 
and intra-organisational 
relationships. 

2 Integrated visions and 
organisations missions, 
with new professional 
identities that support 
these. 

Foster collective action 

Provide leadership through clear, shared forward-looking vision 
and agenda to provide direction and support to for change 
experiments. 

Identify and remove the perceived risks and sanctions of ‘doing 
things differently,’ and provide incentives to encourage 
champions. 

Identify projects where collaboration can be built, capturing the 
learnings and governance implications of these initiatives. 

3 Collaborative cross inter 
and intra-organisational 
relationships. 

4 Performance based 
governance encouraging 
continual improvement. 

Create system feedbacks 

Improve information collection and dissemination. Particularly, 
investigate true costs of current approaches, efficiencies in 
multiple benefit solutions, and risk management practices and risk 
tolerances embedded in current governance arrangements. 

Instigate monitoring and reporting aimed at demonstrating the 
efficient, effective performance of the overall water sector (not 
just for water supply provision). 

Work towards better transparency and accountability throughout 
the sector. 

Detail of these strategies and the inter-linkages between them can be found in Section 6 ‘Discussion’ 
on page 17. 

Recommendations 

The strategies provided in Table B represent management principles that could be implemented in a 
number of different ways.  During a validation workshop on the research results, participating urban 
water practioners from Perth brainstormed some potential opportunities currently existing in Perth’s 
urban water sector to instigate these strategies. These are included below to provide more tangible 
illustrations of how the results of this research could be implemented. 

Learn how to learn together 

The industry capacity building program, New WAterways is a well-recognised and trusted feature of 
Perth’s urban water sector. Providing more stable funding and targeting the program at more specific 
capacity building needs such as those identified in this research could support better learning 
outcomes and collaborations across the sector, Some suggestions for more strategic, targeted 
initiatives the program could adopt include: 
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• More active participatory initiatives, beyond traditional seminars and training sessions, e.g. topical 
discussion forums, identifying consultative networks of expertise, developing communities of 
practice. 

• A knowledge broker role between industry and research activities, i.e. not just disseminate 
information but provide avenues for involvement and input into research. 

• A broader target audience to build water management skills and knowledge in ‘non-traditional’ 
professions and organisations that have a stake in water management (and to also gain broader 
funding support). 

• Initially bringing the program into the Department of Water to provide a more stable funding base, 
with a longer-term plan to adopt a more self-supporting program model e.g. Water by Design (SE 
QLD). 

Foster collective action 

Many opportunities for collaboration on demonstration projects were identified in discussions at the 
validation workshop. Other strategies to ensure the learnings and ‘demonstrations’ of these projects 
filter through to the broader water sector, to lead to their adoption into mainstream practice include: 

• Using shared, consistent messages to influence decision-makers through many avenues, by 
engaging with other organisations and networks, e.g. AWA, UDIA, land developers and 
Redevelopment Authorities, Committee for Perth. 

• Providing leadership training through New WAterways. 
• Broadening the target audience of New WAterways to engage with other 

organisations/professions e.g. consultants, architects, Departments of Health and Planning. 
• Building on the collaborative relationships with Dep. Planning generated through the development 

and implementation of Better Urban Water Management policy. 
• Finding ways to piggyback water management outcomes on other policy hooks (e.g. planning, 

energy and economic development) through consistent messaging and robust evidence. 

Create system feedbacks 

In the medium to long-term, developing the capacity to learn and act collectively to respond to system 
feedbacks will provide the urban water sector with the with the capacity to adapt over time. An 
important component of this capacity is adequate feedback mechanisms. These must provide 
information on not only how the urban water systems AND sector are performing to meet current 
water services, but evaluating whether these services meet societal needs, aspirations and values for 
water. Some considerations for such feedback mechanisms include: 

• Designing monitoring, evaluation and performance reporting to collect information and learnings 
beyond the technical performance of new infrastructure, e.g. benefits of collaborations, and 
multiple outcome solutions, investigate full life-cycle costs, implications for current governance 
arrangements etc. 

• Working closer with developers will providing significant opportunities to get things in ground to 
explore new possibilities. 

• Building capacity to engage with communities to a.) identify water values, aspirations and 
negotiate the water services needed to address these, and b.) manage community expectations of 
government performance, thereby mediating the political risks of water policy implementation. 

Next Steps 

This report identifies some institutional attributes underlying Perth’s ‘locked-in’ institutional setting. It 
provides strategies to reconfigure these institutional domains, based on the assessment of institutional 
dynamics and socio-political context of the urban water sector in Perth. A comparative analysis of 
Perth, Adelaide and Brisbane is yet to be conducted as part of this PhD research project. It is expected 
this further research will provide greater insight into the capacities needed within the institutional 
setting, in order to create the dynamics that enable them to adapt more responsively over time.  
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1. Introduction 
Contemporary urban water systems have been centralised to deliver optimised water supply, sewerage 
and drainage services, based on historic water availability. These optimised systems are becoming 
‘locked-in’ to current service delivery objectives (supply, sewerage and drainage), and cannot easily 
accommodate a growing diversity of water sources (e.g. recycled water), water services (e.g. 
recreation, waterway health) and variable operational conditions (e.g. droughts and floods, population 
growth). These complex socio-technical systems call for the integrated management of water, so as to 
maximise resource efficiency by matching water sources to fit-for-purpose uses, which considering 
and minimising adverse, distributed impacts. Separated infrastructure and governance arrangements of 
water services cannot adjust to this level of integration. As such, scholars, practitioners and 
governments across the globe are recognising the need for fundamental change to water resources 
management in a number of domains. From the technology, system design, operational practices, and 
governance arrangements, to the underlying assumptions, beliefs and attitudes that determine how 
water is valued and utilised in society. To ensure water management is adaptable and meeting societal 
needs in the face of uncertain future conditions, all these dimensions of urban water management will 
need to be regularly reconsidered, operating parameters adjusted, and underlying assumptions and 
objectives reviewed. Understanding the institutions that underpin physical water systems, professional 
practice and governance arrangements is key to enabling such adaptive change processes. 

Institutions are often defined as formally documented rules and regulations. However, the way actorsii 
interpret, act on and implement these guiding structures is as much responsible for what is observed in 
practices as what is written on paper. Thus, it is the socially constructed understandings, norms, and 
cognitive frames that shape interactions in society, allowing individuals, groups and organisations to 
act cooperatively, and therefore determine the management paradigms and professional practices of 
water management. In exploring how these social structures facilitate collective action, this PhD 
research aims to identify the institutional dynamics that generate ‘adaptive capacity,’ within the urban 
water context. Understanding how underlying institutions allow the urban water sector to function, to 
respond to feedback from the operating environment and adjust needs/objectives and the actions to 
achieve them, represents an explicit capacity to adapt. Such ability will ensure urban water systems 
can be reconfigured to meet future water management challenges, anticipating and accommodating 
changes in social, environmental and economic conditions in a more proactive manner. 

This PhD research uses the urban water sectors of Perth, Adelaide and Brisbane as multiple cases to 
explore institutional adjustments and the dynamics behind them. Each city has been subject to 
prolonged drought, and the study period (2009-2012) offered the opportunity to examine the 
institutional dynamics that underpinned and/or enabled the significant adjustments to water 
management practices that were required under the extreme conditions. This report presents the 
analysis for the Perth case study. It reports the contemporary ‘state of play’ of Perth’s urban water 
institutional setting, highlighting some of the issues these conditions present as the city responds to 
significant changes to its operating environment. The report also proposes opportunities within Perth’s 
institutional attributes that could be addressed or utilised to build better capacity to adapt governance 
arrangements and management practices to suit the new conditions, now and in the future. 

                                                        
iiIn this study, the term actor describes any individual, group, or organisation whose activities directly or 
indirectly influence water management. 



 

 2 

2. Research Foundations 
This section provides a quick guide on the theoretical grounds of the research approach, to help the 
reader interpret the research results presented. Further information on the research design, methods, 
and the analysis framework used to interpret the data can be found in Appendix A and B respectively. 

Research Design Overview 

This research identified the institutional dynamics underpinning Perth’s urban water sector, by 
drawing on people’s experiences of working within the sector. The tacit knowledge practitioners 
develop through experiences and interactions underlie how they interpret and navigate the formal 
institutions that articulate water management aims and legitimise actions toward them. This 
knowledge includes the informal institutions that guide and shape the way the urban water sector 
operates. 

Focus groups provided a way to access and understand this experiential knowledge; by providing 
practitioners with the time and space to reflect on their tacit understandings, identify the more tacit 
rules-in-use they operate under, and discuss the influence of these on their decisions and actions. This 
revealed the informal institutions guiding their professional practices, and the interplay between these 
and the formal rules and regulations. 

Analytical Framework: Key Concepts 

To make sense of this data, two scholarships based on institutional theories were drawn together as an 
analysis framework; The Institutional Analysis and Development Framework3, and Institutional Work 
Theory4. The key concepts behind these scholarships are defined below to aid the reader in 
understanding the results presented herein. 

‘Rules-in-use’ are both the rules and regulations, and the social conventions that shape the way 
people interact, and the actions they decide to take. These formal and information institutions 
constitute the institutional setting of the urban water sector.  

‘Institutional work’ is a type of activity an actor carries out which can influence on the ‘rules-in-
use’. There are three types of activities; ‘Maintaining’ activities enforce or conform to current rules-
in-use, ‘Creating’ activities generate new rules-in-use, by questioning the assumptions and 
conventions behind current rules-in-use, and ‘Disrupting’ activities explicitly challenge current 
rules-in-use or undermine their legitimacy. If significant institutional work is being carried out, i.e. if 
these types of activities are aggregated and connected across the sector, it generates dynamics within 
the institutional setting that maintain, create and/or disrupt the rules-in-use. 

There are two levels of the institutional setting that these dynamics can take affect on. The 
‘Operational level’ is focused on the day-to-day delivery of water services, so the institutional 
dynamics at this level are effecting rules and regulations governing water management, and 
practitioners interpretations of these. Water service providers and resource managers predominantly 
conducted institutional work at this level. The ‘Collective Choice level’ is a level of the 
institutional setting where the day-to-day rules are monitored, evaluated and changed. This process 
must me conducted jointly by stakeholders, as the new rules-in-use must be understood and shared 
collectively in order for them to become legitimised. In the urban water context, activity at this level 
of the institutional setting would be carried out by executive management within organisations, policy 
makers, regulators and other broader stakeholders. 

The research approach was to identify the rules-in-use, determine the types of dynamics these rules 
were creating, and at what level of the institutional setting these dynamics were influencing.  
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3. Perth’s Institutional Dynamics 
This section presents the results of the research, identifying and describing the institutional dynamics 
underlying the way the Perth water sector functions. 

Making sense of the data 

The rules-in-use identified in the research were conceptually mapped to capture the prominent 
linkages and relationshipsiii  between them, thus revealing the institutional dynamics affecting the way 
in which Perth’s urban water sector is operating. This analysis revealed a number of domains in the 
institutional setting where activities are generating institutional dynamics, or not (see Table 2). These 
domains therefore represent key attributes of Perth’s institutional setting. 

Table 1: Domains of institutional activity identified in Perth 

Domain Description 

Governance 
setting 

Regulation, legislation, levies, policies and other formalised incentives and 
disincentives that shape the industries operational environment.  

Policy Direction The purpose water management fills in society, articulated and communicated 
in a policy agenda subscribed to across Government. 

Inter & intra 
organisational 
relations 

The relationships and working culture of organisations across the urban water 
sector. 

Strategic 
support 

Managerial support for reinterpretation of roles and responsibilities, and 
networks of frontrunners to disseminate and champion innovations.  

Discourse Public debates and public perceptions of water management, as understood by 
practitioners. 
Professional discussions on the beliefs, cognitive frames, professional identities 
and other assumptions underlying the current water management paradigm. 

Information and 
feedbacks 

Information on system performance, opportunities, emerging issues and 
pressures from the broader contextual environment the urban water industry is 
situated in.  

Space for 
innovation and 
learning: 

The culture of learning and experimentation across the sector, and the 
supporting structures provided by organisations and individuals for such 
activities. 

Professional 
Capacity 

Skills, capabilities and technical knowledge resources for performing water 
management, and for deriving innovative approaches to this task. 

 

  

                                                        
iii For more information on this mapping technique, refer to Appendix A ‘Phase Two: Characterising’ (page 26) 
and Appendix B ‘Action Situation’ (page 27). 
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The institutional dynamics were then classified as having a maintaining, creative or disruptive 
influence. The extent of this influence was assessed, with each type of institutional dynamic 
(maintaining, creative and disruptive), within each domain, classified as generating either a significant 
( ), limited ( ) or insignificant ( ), influence. This assessment is presented in Table 2. A limited 
influence indicates that there is some institutional work of this type, but it is not producing dynamics 
that are having a substantial effect on the rules-in-use. An insignificant rating suggests that while this 
type of institutional work may exist, it is currently generating dynamics with a negligible effect on the 
institutional setting. The institutional dynamics at different levels of the institutional setting 
(operational or collective action) are aggregated in this summary table. 

Table 2: Summary of institutional dynamics within each domain of the institutional setting. 

Institutional domains Maintaining 
dynamics 

Creative 
dynamics 

Disruptive 
dynamics 

Governance Setting    
Policy Direction    
Inter & Intra-organisational 
relations    

Strategic Support    
Discourse    
Information and feedbacks    
Space for innovation and learning    
Professional Capacity    

 

The institutional dynamics within these domains are described in detail in the sections that follow. 
Within the description for each domain, a table presents the assessment of the extent the three types of 
institutional dynamics are influencing the rules-in-use, at both the operational and collective action 
levels of the institutional setting. The commentary also draws connections to other domains which the 
dynamics may also have an influence on. Quotes from workshop and interview participants are used to 
illustrate the influences of the institutional dynamics described on water management practice. 
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Governance setting 

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

Table 3: Governance setting institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: The roles of water resources 
management, services delivery and regulation are separated in 
Perth’s urban water governance arrangements. The responsibilities 
and powers vested in these roles are very clearly defined. There is 
little over-lap in the formal remits of departments and agencies, and 
also in the informal organisational and operational cultures of these 
actors (see the discussion on Inter & intra-organisational relations, 
page 8). This corporatised governance setting is geared toward 
optimisation and efficiency, by prescribing service delivery goals in 
operating licences and regulating actions to achieve them. This 
maintains discrete delivery of water supply, sewerage and drainage 
services by penalising deviations from this operational framework 
(see the discussion on Space for innovation and learning, page 14).  
Thus the historic assumptions and values for water embedded in 
legislation are enforced. Given the Metropolitan Water Supply, 
Sewerage and Drainage Act, 1909 is the current legislation setting 
core principles for urban water management, these assumptions and 
vales are likely to be unsuited to contemporary society.  

Operational level: With a single service provider for Perth, there 
is a large amount of vested interest for this actor to maintain these 
arrangements. They are empowered to conduct institutional 
maintenance activities through their operational actions, including 
through the allocation/control of resources and assets, ensuring 
compliance through monitoring and enforcement, deterring or 
deferring the need for change, and embedding formal institutions 
and their normative underpinnings in operational procedures, 
professional identify and and practices. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: The predominant cognitive frame of the 
water management problem as a water supply problem has 
generated a focus on finding new water sources and managing 
demand. This framing of the water scarcity problem has not 
prompted a reassessment of the value of water, the services it 
delivers, and how it can be managed to achieve these services, in 
light of the changing operating context. This type of reflexive 
activity prompts the creative institutional work to develop new 
rules-in-use to account for these changes within the institutional 
setting (see discussion on Discourse, page 11). Creative institutional 
work that change regulative institutions by establishing new formal 
rules and rewards and sanction to enforce them, can only be 
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achieved by certain actors with politically and/or economically strong positions. The Department of 
Water has the legislative power to determine water resources management objectives and develop 
legislative frameworks and regulations to deliver these. However, as a relatively new Department, it 
has not established political support for these creative activities in a political climate highly sensitive 
to water issues. 

Operational level: New water management solutions and 
approaches are measured compared with traditional methods on 
their ability to optimise the delivery of clearly defined and separated 
water services. With this limited view of efficiency, the additional 
additional benefits offered by multi-functional solutions are 
generally not taken into account in cost-benefit analyses. Service 
delivery also separated within the Water Corporation, adding 
transaction costs to exploring and developing new practices or 
technologies to meet multiple objectives, and making it difficult to 
justify these activities within divisional budgets. There is therefore a 
significant disincentive to step beyond the bounds of current practice 
and explore new management approaches, and in the process, create 
new operational rules-in-use. 

Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: A cognitive shift has begun to prompt 
the recognition of new values and uses for water across the urban 
water sector. A consortium of actors from the local government 
level are highlighting the value of water quality as a goal of 
drainage management, and challenging the governance 
arrangements for this aspect of water management. This draws the 
service delivery assumptions embedded in current water 
management legislation into question. 

Operational level: Some demonstration projects in Perth are 
decreasing the perceived risks of new practices and beginning to 
highlight that new values and benefits of water management are not 
addressed in current practices. However, unless the implications of 
these projects on current governance arrangements are explicitly 
considered, captured and promoted, these projects do not generate a 
disruptive dynamic beyond the project. Thus in Perth, demonstration 
projects are showing the successful application of new technology 
but have not generated a sector-wide dialogue on the deficiencies of 
current legislation, regulations and organisational arrangements to 
facilitate the uptakes of these innovations. 
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Policy Direction 

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

Table 4: Policy direction institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action: There is no clearly articulated vision for 
Perth’s water resources management aspirations. While there is 
clear planning and direction provided for water supply needs, the 
contemporary value of water to the Perth community, and the 
multiple outcomes its management should therefore aim to achieve, 
are not communicated. Without a clear vision, the urban water 
sector is left with little guidance on what overarching goals their 
management objectives should contribute to, and how their 
activities should align with those of other actors. In the absence of a 
vision and such strategic direction, legislation is being interpreted 
narrowly to meet disparate aims and objectives of individual 
organisations, and there is no driver for actors to collectively 
consider issues and challenges outside these current boundaries. 

Operational level: Without a clear vision for water management and strategies/guidance on how 
this may be achieved, competing agendas arise and activities of actors are becoming misaligned 
toward different outcomes. The default strategy for practitioners working at the operational level is to 
fall back on traditional processes and practices as a way to try and safely navigate this confusion. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: The problem frame, normative 
understandings and over-arching objectives for water management 
are not shared and integrated across the sector. It is difficult to 
develop a forward-looking policy agenda when these foundational 
assumptions and understandings may be in conflict between actors. 
This also creates confusion and is contributing to the politicisation 
of water. However, some common ground has been found in the 
shared problem of finding water sources to support new land 
development. This has prompted a policy focus on integrating land-
use and water planning and management, and resulted in some clear 
guiding policy. The implementation of this policy is subject to the 
land-use planning system, which has delivery problems of its own. 
Nevertheless, it represents the development of new operational rules-
in-use by collective action level actors, albeit focused only 
consumptive supply needs. 

Operational level: With policy changes in the land-use planning legislative framework, new 
normative and cognitive understandings about the connections between water management and land 
planning and development have been created. While this creative institutional work focuses on the 
consumptive needs and run-off treatment requirements for water, it has the potential to prompt a 
broader consideration of the role of water in contemporary Perth society. 
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Inter & Intra-
organisational 
relations 

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    

Operational    
Table 5: Inter & Intra-organisational relations institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: With segregation of water management 
responsibilities embedded in legislation, and working cultures of 
key organisations internally focused, there is limited intersection of 
responsibilities and collaborative activities. Interactions between 

actors occur only where formally required, and there are historic tensions that also prevent more 
proactive collaboration. As a result, the overall management system is not systemically considering 
issues that emerge beyond assigned roles and responsibilities, and there is no informal mechanism to 
deal with these issues collectively. 

Operational level: Without clear strategic guidance across the 
sector and strained inter-organisational relationships, operational 
actors rely on current rules, roles and procedures to provide them 
with certainty to conduct their work, and to avoid exposing 
themselves to risk. This need for certainty serves to maintain current 
institutions. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: Creative activities are suffering from 
historic inter and intra-organisational relationships; when there is a 
lack of trust between organisations or internal divisions, it is 
difficult to admit uncertainty and collaborate. In addition, with roles 
formally separated, it is difficult to find areas where collaboration 
would result in mutually beneficial outcomes to motivate actors to 
conduct such work. 

Operational level: Operational actors are connecting and 
collaborating informally through networks of like-minded 
individuals or over shared problems. This activity is on a case-by-
case basis and has created trust and collaborative ‘rules-in-use’ 
between these individuals. However, such activities are not always 
supported by the broader organisation’s formal operating procedures 
and cultures. These activities need to be recognised and supported, 
so the rules-in-use are legitimised more broadly, and used as a basis 
of better inter-organisational relations, which will facilitate creative 
institutional dynamics. 

Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: There has been some formative 
disruptive activity occurring at the collective action level. While 
assumptions behind drainage management roles and responsibilities 
have been questioned in a number of review in the past, these 
activities did not prompt reform. A recent review driven by the 
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Western Australian Local Government Association has the potential to generate momentum for 
reforms in this aspect of urban water management, because of the broad-based support from its 
members – (i.e. an actor network built for mutual benefits and based on support and trust), 

Operational level: Practitioners are experiencing a growing 
dissonance between legitimate practices endorsed in regulations and 
operational procedures, and the practices their expertise and 
experience suggest will produce the best outcomes. The change in 
operating conditions is challenging their individual moral 
foundations, beliefs and assumptions, which underpin the current 
institutional setting. Actors are reinterpreting these rules as 
individuals, and reforming assumptions, but this disruptive activity 
has not developed into a broader debate across the sector, and so 
have not generated disruptive institutional dynamics on roles and 
responsibilities in the urban water sector. 

 

Strategic Support 
 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

Table 6: Strategic support institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: Water has become a highly political 
topic in Western Australia, due to the drought and it’s coverage in 
media, but also as water management was used as a platform in a 
failed election campaign. Past Corruption and Crime Commission 
cases involving senior bureaucrats have also left residual fears in 
senior decision-makers of pushing the boundaries of their positions. 
Water is therefore not viewed as a politically safe topic to be 
questioned or challenged, as maintaining good public and political 
support is the priority. As the legitimacy of current institutions 
provides certainty and safety for decision-makers, they are enforced and generally not questioned or 
their boundaries stretched by these decision-makers. 

Operational level: The lack of visible leadership for water issues 
is sending a message to the operational level that current practices 
are considered adequate. It is therefore difficult for managers and 
staff to justify exploration of new ideas and approaches. It may also 
be discouraging actors from raising questions about the suitability 
of current rules-in-use, prompted by their practical experiences. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: Strategic support has enabled the 
creation of new policy to link water management and land-use 
planning and development. However there seems to be a lack of 
strategic support for fundamental review and adjustment of the 
water management institutional framework. A process of legislative 
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reform has been underway for a number of years, but at time of writing is yet to be passed by 
Parliament. 

Operational level: Some managers are supportive of explorations 
of new ideas and practices. Others are not willing to risk investment 
in such learning and experimentation at the cost of the delivery of 
‘core business.’ Some practitioners are also pursuing creative 
activities without endorsement, personally taking on the risk of 
challenging managerial authority and normative ideas and values for 
water management. However, without strategic support for these 
activities from higher decision-making levels in organisations and 
across the water sector, the potential creative dynamics of these 
activities will not be captured, connected, and momentum built for 
the new rules-in-use they create to be legitimised. 

Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: Current economic, environmental and 
social conditions are challenging Perth’s water values and 
management paradigms. Leadership is needed to recognise, consider 
and make sense of this feedback through reflexive processes. 
However political and bureaucratic instability is forming a 
leadership void and leaves the sector to deal with these disruptions 
uncohesively. This erodes the institutional setting of the sector, as 
new ideas, assumptions and thinking are not developed and shared 
collectively. As such, disruptive dynamics are not utilised as 
opportunities to produce more appropriate rules-in-use, and instead 
are decreasing the cohesiveness of the sector overall. 

Operational level: In the absence of leadership and direction, the 
implications of system feedbacks are not being considered through 
collective learning processes. As such, the sector is becoming 
destabilised, as old rules and norms on how to operate are 
increasingly irrelevant, but no guidance is provided on what new 
operational practices are appropriate. It also opens opportunities for 
actors to conduct disruptive activities to further individual agendas. 
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Discourse 
 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

Table 7: Discourse institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: Public dialogue about the implication of 
the drying climate have been predominantly around the need to 
change consumptive water use behaviours, and the appropriate mix 
of new water sources. This discourse has not progressed to a deeper 
debate about the full range of services water needs to provide, given 
its increased scarcity, how the resource should be valued and 
allocated to meet these societal needs, and therefore whether current 
governance arrangements are best placed to deliver these 
management objectives. At the political level, water management 
issues are framed as a potential perceived failure of government. As 
such, public discussions about the impacts of the drought have been 
discouraged, to maintain the perception that successful water management has been achieved. Without 
public acknowledgement of the challenges, the performance criteria, or societal expectations (hydro-
social contract) for water management have not been renegotiated in light of the changes to the 
operating context. Therefore, the general public are still judging government’s performance on criteria 
that may not be realistic in the new circumstances, or represent performance goals that match 
community needs and expectations. As such, the traditional understandings and expectations remain 
and enforce the institutional structures that deliver them. 

Operational level: Discourse at a professional level is recognising some of the implications drought 
has had for water management institutions. However, due to the dynamics discussed under 
Governance setting and Inter & Intra-organisational relations, there are few institutional mechanisms 
to facilitate broader dialogue and collective action to address these emerging issues. Also because this 
challenges the institutional setting and the norms embedded in political and public discourse, these 
concerns are not voiced publically, and the current institutions persist. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: With limited discourse to look 
reflexively at traditional management objectives and approaches 
and how they match with current societal needs and expectations, 
the cognitive and normative understandings and assumptions 
underlying the institutions that deliver current practice have not 
been questioned. As such, there is no driver to create new 
understandings of the value of water, the roles it fills in the urban 
environment, and how best to manage it and the subsequent 
governance arrangements need to achieve these outcomes. 

Operational level: Professional discussions are helping to change normative associations and define 
possible new solutions and approaches. There are the beginnings of institutional building activities. 
Recognising the connections between land-use planning and water management and subsequent 
development policy guidelines were the most significant example of this. This initiative was driven by 
the State Government’s focus on the economic development of Western Australia, which provided 
legitimacy for pursuing this policy innovation. However in general, the discussions and debates about 
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the appropriateness of current practices and institutional arrangements are largely informal between 
individuals. Thus they are not captured and taken to a broader audience to inform wider debate and 
develop new institutions. 

Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: With a lack of public debate on 
appropriate water services and management objective under water 
scarcity, and the inability for internal actors to question current 
expectations (due to dynamics described under Governance setting, 
Information and Strategic support), there is little support or drivers 
to disrupt the certainty provided by existing institutions.  

Operational level: There is some discourse surrounding the 
moral foundations, suitability of sanctions and assumptions and 
beliefs on which water management is based between practitioners. 
However without broader recognition of the dissonance between 
these current institutional underpinnings and the new operating 
conditions, the personal costs (reputational, job security) of 
challenging these foundations remain too high for individuals to 
promote these types of fundamental debates. 

 

 

Information 
 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

Table 8: Information institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: The access to, interpretation of, and use 
of information were highlighted as significant issues. This was 
particularly in terms of the reliability and relevance of the data 
available, qualities that are essential to give decision-makers the 
confidence to make, justify and defend their choices. In addition to 
problems with the information itself, it was highlighted that the 
advice provided to decision-makers is regularly contradictory 
between departments and agencies, and even from within 
organisations. Without confidence in the information or consistency 
in the interpretations forming the advice they receive, decision-
makers are drawing on sources of information outside water 
management expertise and utilising traditional logics for decision-
making in order to make defensible decisions. 

Operational level: Many participants noted that access to 
relevant information is predominantly gained through membership 
in informal networks. Issues with availability of relevant 
information were also highlighted as a concern. Information flow is 
therefore an issue, as it provides an important feedback mechanism 
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for the water management system. With gaps in information 
relevancy and accessibility, the urban water sector in Perth is unable 
to assess the overall performance of the system within the changed 
operating context. In this way, there is limited feedback to drive 
adjustment or change, and current practices continue to be viewed 
as optimal or appropriate. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: It was noted that there is a lack of 
reporting and communication mechanisms across governance. This 
has implications not only for the flow and sharing of information, 
but also the joint consideration or processing of this information, 
and thereby the generation of shared interpretations of this 
feedback. Such a process feeds the initiation of creative activities, 
by recognising gaps and discrepancies in implementation vs. 
performance, and changes to operating conditions. Thus, without 
these feedback mechanisms across the sector, there is no strong 
driver for collaboratively examining the appropriateness of 
management outcomes and the institutional frameworks that deliver 
them. 

Operational level: Relevant and reliable information is needed to 
inform the design of new technologies and practices. With these 
gaps in information in Perth, it is difficult to compile the business 
case needed to justify experimentation and to develop innovations 
into mainstream practice. 

In terms of the generation of new information and knowledge to fill 
these gaps, some participants suggested that a greater reliance on 
modelling without explicit recognition or considerations of the 
limitations of modelled data is affecting the perceived quality of 
information. There are also disagreements between organisation on 
appropriate assumptions and limitations to these models. The 
perception of the relevance of information was also seen as a 
limiting factor, as information is often dismissed if it has been generated in different 
contexts/conditions, rather than this knowledge being applied or adapted where applicable and 
appropriate. 

Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: Similar to the discussion of creative institutional activity, with information 
flows impacting on system feedback mechanisms, there are limited prompts for disruptive activities. 
These activities use feedback to challenge the assumptions underlying institutional structures, so 
without adequate information to provide this feedback, it is difficult to recognise where these 
foundations might be inappropriate, and mount a case to review them. 

Operational level: Information deficiencies also hamper the 
ability to demonstrate the added benefits or efficiencies of new 
approaches, as opposed to traditional practices, for which 
information on performance is well known and trusted. While some 
decision-making tools and new technology trials are being 
developed, comprehensive information on the added benefits 
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needed to ‘disrupt’ the cognitive and normative understandings of what is the ‘best practice’ is not yet 
available. Without such reliable information, activities that question or challenge current institutions 
are unsubstantiated. 

Space for innovation 
and learning 

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    

Operational    
Table 9: Space for innovation and learning institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

There is innovation and learning occurring at both collective action and operational levels that 
maintains current practices. This activity is in the form of finding new, more efficient ways to deliver 
the same services/objectives/outcomes, so these innovative practices only have a low significance 
when it comes to this maintaining influence. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: Conditions created by the institutional 
dynamics described under the Governance setting, Policy direction 
and Strategic support themes have created significant costs for 
perceived ‘failure.’ These include professional reputation and job 
security as well as financial costs. Experimentation, which can 
manage risks in order to develop improved practices, is more likely 
to be viewed as an unnecessary risk, because the deficiencies in old 
practices have not been considered or acknowledged, and/or the 
additional or different benefits provided by innovations are not 
valued. Thus the dynamic created by a number of the institutional 
rules-in-use generates a working culture unsupportive of 
experimentation and learning. 

Operational level: The scarcity of water has helped to drive 
innovation out of necessity. However this innovation tends to be 
conducted ‘under the radar,’ and on a case-by-case basis. There are 
limited rules-in-use that encourage learning and experience to be 
shared to improve current accepted practice, or to be developed 
further and scaled up into mainstream approaches. Thus while the 
industry capacity building program, New Water Ways, has provided 
a mechanism to share and discuss alternatives and build skills and 
knowledge to implement them through workshops, speaker series, 
and a web porthole for information, this relies on practitioners 
having the time and support to conduct these learning activities. As 
described in a number of other themes, actors are not always 
enabled or supported in these types of creative activities. 

In addition, the rapid population growth experienced in WA due to 
the mining boom has added significant time pressures to the 
provision of services. This leaves little opportunity to consider trial 
and develop new practices. Instead, innovative activities focus on 
making practices more efficient. 
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Professional 
capacity 

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    

Operational    
Table 10: Professional capacity institutional assessment 

Maintaining dynamics 

Collective action level: The ability to navigate the political 
realm is a specialist skill, and difficult to achieve when it is a highly 
contested topic. It relies on access to networks and intimate 
knowledge of the industry, which can only be built up over time. 
Instability at the higher levels of bureaucracy is impacting on the 
ability of actors to build these connections and expertise. Also, the 
large salaries offered in the mining industry are attracting people 
with these skills and experience.  

Operational level: Similarly to the collective action level, 
participants noted a loss of expertise to the mining industry and 
through retirement. This leaves the workforce with less experience 

to draw from, and coupled with the lack of strategic support, policy 
direction and space for learning and innovation, disempowers actors 
to try different approaches. Instead they rely on traditional, accepted 
methods. 

Creative dynamics 

Collective action level: The turn-over of key decision-makers 
and their support staff, and the inter and intra-organisational issues 
that are creating an uncohesive water sector, have reduced the 
understanding of water issues, monitoring of emergent issues and 
any policy/governance gaps that need to be addressed. Increased 
effort and capacity from within the water sector is required to 
engage with key-decision makers to highlight these issues and 
solutions in ways that are relevant to them. 

Operational level: The capacity to question current operational 
boundaries relies on reflexivity, creativity, knowledge and 
experience. Actors also need to be willing and empowered to 
collaborate through these processes of exploration in order to 
validate and support new ideas and develop strategies to promote 
them. Because institutional rules-in-use (including those discussed 
under the Space for learning and innovation, Strategic support and 
Inter & Intra-organisational relations themes) are not supportive of 
these activities (as they assign costs them), these skills and capabilities 
are not valued, actors are discouraged from using them, and the 
building of this capability in the workforce is limited. 
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Disruptive dynamics 

Collective action level: There is a lack of willingness to upset 
the status quo by challenging the norms embedded in current 
legislative frameworks. The need to conduct and guide disruptive 
activities in order to improve the outcomes being achieved is 
therefore not a recognised role for leaders and decision-makers. 
Some imbalance in the cost/benefits associated with these positions 
as described in Governance setting and Strategic support is 

devaluing this aspect of leadership. 

Operational level: Due to the lack of rules-in-use that connect 
actors and structure interaction and collaboration (see discussion in 
Information and Inter & Intra-organisation relations themes), the 
operational actors are struggling to find ways of working together to 
highlight the dissonance between accepted practices, management 
objectives and changed operating conditions, to elevate it to a 
collective action level and resolve the dissonance by disconnecting 
the assumptions and sanctions which encourage current practice 
from the legislative frameworks which legitimise them. 
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4. Discussion 
The following section discusses some of the practical implications of the institutional dynamics found 
in the results, in relation to their effect on the way the urban water sector operates. Some preliminary 
suggestions are provided on how to address or utilise these institutional dynamics to tackle these 
implications. 

Perth’s urban water institutional setting is characterised by a predominance of ‘maintaining’ dynamics, 
as illustrated in Table 11. This table presents an aggregated over-view of the institutional dynamics 
found in Perth, at the two different levels of the institutional setting. 

Table 11: Matrix of Perth’s Institutional Dynamics  

 Maintaining Creative Disruptive 

Collective Action    
Operational    

 
The dominance of maintenance dynamics is not only because of the significant presence of these types 
of activities at both the operational and collective-action levels, but also because of deficiencies in 
creating and disrupting dynamics. This has resulted in a resilience to buffer the city against persistent 
dry conditions. However, creative and disruptive dynamics are needed to prompt and drive change 
initiatives, and balance maintaining dynamics. Without these influences, Perth’s institutional setting 
does not generate a capacity to initiate change processes, if broader environmental or operating 
context conditions change, making the city’s urban water system vulnerable. 

The availability of new water sources, their cost implications, population growth, and subsequent land 
development needs are some of the external pressures highlighting some of the key assumptions 
underlying the urban water institutional setting in Perth. The issues and questions raised can be 
outwardly evident, but can also take the form of dissonance between current accepted practice, 
professional opinions, and beliefs of what ‘best’ practice is. This dissonance was apparent when 
participants expressed their confusion over the way they interpreted their professional roles, as 
opposed to management expectations or what their role had traditionally been. Many expressed 
disagreement with the outcomes their efforts were contributing to, versus what they believed were 
better outcomes for ‘public good’. Thus, the maintaining dynamics of Perth’s institutional setting do 
not appear to be conducive to the shift in practice needed to adjust to these external pressures and 
reconcile this professional dissonance. This is described further in the commentary of each 
institutional work type below. 

Maintaining dynamics 

This predominance of maintaining institutional dynamics is primarily a result of problems with 
feedback to the system.  Many participants mentioned the lack of reliable, relevant information. As a 
result, feedback loops, which inform the water system on how it is performing with regard to its 
operating context and the suitability of its ultimate objectives, have been inadvertently suppressed. 

Maintenance tendencies also stem more from lack of direction and leadership than from the belief that 
current governance arrangements for water management are appropriate. There is acknowledgement 
within the sector that current arrangements are not responsive to the new environmental conditions 
and that the practices entrenched in these governance arrangements are increasingly inappropriate. 
However because of the political sensitivities around water, it has been difficult to acknowledge these 
deficiencies, challenge their inappropriateness, and build the support and momentum for reform. 
Without the cohesion provided by a shared vision and leadership support, the sector suffers from 
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confusion over the appropriateness of practices, and from competing agendas that emerge in the 
absence of a shared direction. The coping strategy is to fall back on formal organisational positions, 
rules and processes, as, being embedded in current formal rules, these practices are not subject to any 
penalties or risks. 

Another significant form of feedback in Perth’s urban water sector is the public perception of water 
management. The community’s tacit expectations for water management, or the hydro-social contract, 
set the criteria by which Government’s water management performance is judged. The social norms, 
beliefs and understandings that underlie community expectations for water management may no 
longer be realistic under current operating conditions. However, as water management issues are 
framed as potential ‘failures of government’, water managers strive to meet these expectations against 
their professional judgement. This sets water managers, and by-proxy Governments, up for failure, as 
the community’s increasingly unrealistic expectations are not renegotiated in light of feedback from 
the operating conditions, delaying potential impacts and implications to future generations. When 
prompted, participants could not identify the role or avenue for community to provide input into water 
management. This suggests a need for greater community engagement, to clarify or develop new 
community expectations and renegotiate the hydro-social contract, and to provide greater public 
acceptance of water management policy and practices. 

Creating dynamics 

The hierarchical, centralised, corporatised arrangements for water management have produced little 
space for the creative institutional activities needed to continuously improve water management 
techniques, technologies and outcomes. Water management has been separated functionally and 
philosophically into distinct services, to be delivered in optimised and highly efficient ways. This 
prescriptive structure makes it very difficult to alter if these ‘services’ are no longer appropriate, as 
organisations delivering services are bound by penalties for operating outside the prescriptions of their 
licences. Thus they have little room to be creative in the way services are delivered, or to question the 
suitability of these services. This situation can only be adjusted through lengthy processes of 
legislative and regulative review, and while the Department of Water has been created to take overall 
responsibility for water resources management, they have not developed the public, professional and 
political kudos to allow them to enact their powers for fundamental reforms. 

Alternatively, creative activities can focus on changing the normative and cognitive assumptions 
behind current legislation and regulation, as a starting point for reform. In Perth, due to the long 
history of the water management profession’s role in the State’s development, there is a very strong 
sense of professional identity and pride connected to current management philosophies. Therefore, 
maintaining these connections by enforcing current institutions validates an individual’s sense of 
professional identity. To question or challenge the assumptions underlying their work threatens this 
sense of professionalism. Some actors therefore use formal powers to generate maintaining 
institutional dynamics and undermine or discredit creative and disruptive work, to protect their 
professional identity. 

Disrupting dynamics 

Questioning and challenging current practice is limited, due to the lack of public acknowledgement 
that the drought is pressurising current water use practices, and the political and professional 
sensitivities around water management. This creates powerful disincentives to disruptive institutional 
activity. While some practitioners acknowledged that they sometimes operate against managers or 
organisational directions, because they believe it is the more appropriate course of action, they are 
exposing themselves to personal risk in doing so. As such, the results of this activity, which challenge 
the suitability of current practice, are not highlighted. So while there are localised practice 
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innovations, they are implemented ad hoc and are not connected enough to align and reinforce 
messages about the unsuitability of current practice. Without connecting disruptive work to develop 
consistent messages about the dissonance between formally and informally accepted practices, and 
raise these cognitive and normative challenges to a collective-action level, broader support and 
momentum for institutional change is not being built. This type of disruptive activity requires the 
strategic manoeuvring of leaders or champions, but as has been discussed, in Perth water is too 
politically sensitive to be seen to be championing these kinds of activities. 

Implications and Opportunities 
As has been identified in the analysis presented, the institutional dynamics in the Perth urban water 
sector are combining to encourage maintaining institutional work, and in some areas inhibit creating 
and disruptive institutional work. This setting is therefore functioning to obstruct the production of 
alternative options,iv and is consequently on a locked-in pathway of system development.  The most 
significant institutional dynamics generating this lock-in are: 

• Information flows that do not produce adequate feedback to the system to prompt and 
justify creative and disruptive activities. 

• Disincentives in governance setting for leadership, learning and experimentation. 
• Disconnection of actors across the sector, in inter & intra-organisational relations, and 

between operational and collective-action level actors 
• A lack of shared cognitive and normative understanding of water management problems, 

objectives and solutions, which is then communicated in future visions, policy directions 
and management objectives. 

If Perth is to break free from this locked-in pathway, to adapt to changing operating conditions over 
time, it will need to loosen the influence of maintaining dynamics and enhance creative and disruptive 
activities. This analysis has revealed that there are a number of domains where there are opportunities 
to develop and strengthen existing activities to generate these dynamics within the sector. These are 
discussed below. 

Potential Capacities for creative and disruptive dynamics 

Governance experimentation 

Existing demonstration/innovative projects offer a way to examine not only new technologies, but also 
the new management practices and governance arrangements needed to support their implementation. 
Asking questions about the implications of these latter aspects at the outset of the project, and 
preferably building them in to the monitoring and evaluation of a project, will ensure these learning’s 
are captured. Disseminating these findings generate creative and disruptive institutional dynamics, as 
they will provide the information needed to justifiably question and challenge current practice. 

Also, demonstration projects outside of the Perth metropolitan area, and hence with different inter-
organisational relations between stakeholders, may also provide more neutral territory to explore these 
questions, and a safer space for experimentation. 

Developing Policy Direction 

A clear water policy agenda needs to be developed, shared and supported across the sector and the 
Perth community. This would provide clear outcomes and targets for water management, and certainty 
to water managers. The successful adoption of Better Urban Water Management and the significant 
                                                        
iv These options are not only new technologies, but also new concepts, management strategies, values, 
assumptions, understandings e.tc. 
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engagement and capacity building supporting its implementation, offer a successful model for 
development of clearer water policy. A review of the process of developing the planning policy could 
offer good procedures and principles for future policy development processes. 

Also, finding crossovers with other policy portfolios such as infrastructure development, energy, and 
natural resource management (e.g. drainage and river health) offer areas where collaborative policy 
work could help to highlight water issues and policy needs, outside the politicised water portfolio. 

Building Inter and Intra-organisational relations 

The previous two activities should also be used to foster better inter & intra-organisational working 
relationships across the sector, and between the operational and collective-action levels. Innovative 
problem solving between individuals at the operational level should be recognised and supported. 
These collaborative relationships, which also build professional trust, need to be elevated to 
organisational and sector-wide scales, so that current and future water management issues can be 
addressed at a collective action level. Recognising the innovative work of individuals and networks, 
and building on the goodwill and trust of past collaborative initiatives (such as the work done around 
water and planning policy) through follow-on projects, would help to highlight the benefits of these 
collaborations, and remove some of the disincentives for innovating and championing new ideas. 

Generating Strategic Support 

There is a need to build strategic support at a line management and key decision-maker level across 
the sector for new and innovative initiatives. Showcasing successes and highlighting the learnings 
gained from supposed ‘failures’ in past work will help to sell the benefits of the different ways of 
working that are described in the previous sections up the chains of command. Also, recognising these 
benefits and achievements will also encourage innovators and frontrunners within the sector to 
highlight issues and new solutions. 

Facilitating Discourse 

The connections between planning, and more recently, drainage governance issues are vocalising the 
dissonance between traditional and current informal practices, and starting conversations around the 
need for more integrated water management approaches. These discussions need to be given a forum 
to develop a more formal debate around water management issues, future directions and subsequent 
management objectives, to feed into a more integrated and shared water policy agenda. Such a process 
should also aim to eventually open these discussions to public participation, to address the issues 
raised around the hydro-social contract. 

Creating Space for innovation and learning 

The resource scarcity of water is driving innovation in Perth. Similar to the discussion on governance 
experimentation, these activities need to be collected and the right questions asked to feed new 
information and learnings into both professional practice and the collective action level to change 
formal institutions. 

 

 

Through this analysis and the opportunities described above, there are indications that Perth is in a 
learning phase of its development, as it comes to terms with a new operating context of drying climate. 
Therefore strategies and initiatives should be underscored by participatory principles including 
engendering mutual respect and knowledge exchange, clear boundaries and ground rules for 
participation, and clear expectations of outcomes. This will help to ensure that the professional and 
social learning needed for Perth to understand and accommodate its new operational environment can 
be created. 
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Missing Capacities in Perth’s institutional dynamics 

System Feedback Mechanisms. 

Establishing formal monitoring and reporting obligations would be an important step to support inter 
& intra-organisational relations, transparently circulating information and generating new knowledge. 
These feedback mechanisms would need to measure progress and performance indicators, not simply 
focus on water services delivery compliance. The monitoring and reporting would also need to be 
transparently and sensitively conducted. Informal mechanisms should also be encouraged to boost 
sharing and professional discussion of information across the sector, so common interpretations and 
understandings of feedback produce new cognitive and normative informal institutions. These 
activities would create a capacity for the sector to respond to feedback in a more timely, coordinated 
and effective way. 

Appropriate incentives and disincentives for actors 

Understanding what motivates actors and why certain courses of action are routinely chosen will 
reveal some of the perverse incentives that are resulting in the maintaining dynamics observed in this 
research. This could help identify where incentives for leadership and innovative practice can be 
created to encourage actors to be creative and disruptive, and create a culture of continuous 
improvement across the sector. 

Inter-organisational connections at different levels. 

Lack of inter-organisational relations slows the building of adaptive capacity, as trust and 
collaborative relationships are needed to cope with and accommodate uncertainty and change. 
Investing in better information management and access, stakeholder engagement skills training, and 
smaller-scale demonstration projects with governance experimentation, offer opportunities to build 
such relationships in small but systemic ways. 

It is also important to foster connections between operational and collective-action levels of 
institutional activity. Creating forums for two-way information exchange between actors operating at 
these levels will build professional knowledge, skills and capacity, and generate greater strategic 
support. It will also build confidence in information and expertise between different types of 
knowledge holders (technical, strategic, scientific, decision-making) and generate better consensus on 
what best practice water management and governance should be for Perth. This will help to generate 
creative/disruptive dynamics at the collective action level. 

Professional discourse to develop shared cognitive and normative understandings 

Shared beliefs and aspirations construct identities, normative associations, and cooperative networks 
among diverse actors. These understandings and collaborative relationships provide the basis for 
creating and legitimising new institutions. Facilitated opportunities to reflect on professional practice 
and personal beliefs, moral associations and aspirations, are needed to generate these deeper learning 
processes, agree on objectives and targets, and align the sector toward common goals. Eventually, 
such a dialogue should be expanded to a more public discourse on a vision for Perth in the future. In 
this way, the hydro-social contract can be renegotiated and create more realistic performance criteria 
for Government to be judged by. However, basic shared understandings and framings of current urban 
water challenges need to be developed within the sector, to create a clear, consolidated and robust 
message behind this kind of public engagement process. 
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5. Next steps 
This report has looked exclusively at the institutional dynamics present in the Perth case. It has 
highlighted the types of dynamics that were uncovered in significant domains of the institutional 
setting, and their effect on how the urban water sector is operating. The analysis identifies some 
opportunities where existing institutional attributes can be developed and strengthened to balance the 
effect of Perth’s predominant maintaining institutional dynamics. However, the results presented here 
are, as yet, unable to offer concrete suggestions on what the key institutional attributes and supporting 
dynamics are for generating adaptive capacity, and what rules-in-use might create such dynamics in 
the Perth context. This knowledge will be generated during the last phase of this research, when the 
comparative analysis of all three cases (Perth, Adelaide and Brisbane) will show patterns of these 
dynamics, what rules-in-use and contextual factors underscore them, and what overall effect these 
attributes have on the practice of water management. 
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Appendix A: Research Design 
This section presents a summary of the approach used to answer the question guiding this research: 
‘How can urban water governance regimes more effectively support institutional adaptive capacity to 
enable and expedite a shift toward sustainable urban water management?’ 

Overall Design 
In order to explore institutional dynamics and how they might create adaptive capacity, an in situ 
method was essential, as the research subject (institutions) exist in day-to-day work practices and 
interactions of people. A multiple case design was chosen so that institutional dynamics could be 
explored within the context of real-world cases, and compared between cases for generalisability of 
the results. The urban water sectors of a number of Australian state capital cities were chosen as 
potential cases, as they had all been subject to significant change to their operating conditions as a 
result of the ‘Millennium’ droughtv. The combination of traditional and innovative solutions that were 
employed to cope with the reduced water availability suggested there would be significant and 
observable dynamics at play within the institutional setting, allowing the implementation of both 
accepted and alternative options. Current centralised urban water systems are based on fundamentally 
different cognitive and normative associations (informal institutions) to alternative solutions, such as 
waste and stormwater recycling, demand management, and managed aquifer recharge. Thus the 
implementation of these alternatives and their different institutional underpinnings sit uncomfortably 
against the cognitive, normative and regulative institutions of traditional urban water management. As 
such, these cities provided a unique opportunity to explore institutional dynamics, as their institutional 
settings undergo processes of questioning, challenge and change to accommodate these new solutions.  

Case Selection 
According to multiple case study research method5, 6, cases should be selected with some differing 
attributes in order to provide a rich basis for comparison, and to ensure any patterns observed can be 
separated, to some extent, from the contextual setting and provide generalisable findings. This 
research sought cases undergoing potentially different forms of institutional change, by differentiating 
the levels of institutional activityvi predominant in each case and included: 1.) ‘Bottom-up’ processes 
where institutional activities were predominant at the operational level of day-to-day water 
management decisions, 2.) ‘Top-down’ processes where institutional activities revolved around more 
formally imposed ‘constitutional’ reforms, and 3.) A hybrid process where a mix of both top-down 
and bottom-up activities were equivalently influential. These forms of institutional change guided case 
selection and provided analytical depth to the multiple case study design. 

After initial scoping interviews with key practitioners in Perth, Adelaide, Brisbane, Melbourne, 
Sydney, and National water organisations, three cities were chosen. These cities offered the different 
forms of institutional change identified above, so that cross-case comparisons could reveal similarities, 
differences and patterns with significance. Importantly, the practitioners in the cities chosen were also 
engaged in the research, providing access to the source of the data; practitioner’s experiential 
knowledge. Perth was chosen as a case of potential ‘bottom-up’ change, as niche activities in local 
                                                        
v The Millennium drought, as it has popularly come to be known, was a period of below average rainfall which 
began in mid 1970 in the west of the continent, and the late 1990’s in the east. The eastern states experienced a 
return to ‘average’ conditions in 2009/2010, but the west has remained dry.  
vi See ‘Institutional Analysis and Development Framework on page 33 for an explanation of these levels. 
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governments, land developers and development authorities were cultivating alternative water 
management solutions in response to water scarcity. Adelaide was selected as a case of hybrid change, 
as new solutions had been developed and the legitimisation of these alternative practices in formal 
institutional reforms was underway. Brisbane was selected as a case to explore ‘top-down’ change, as 
formal institutional reforms had recently significantly restructured the urban water sector, and 
presented the opportunity to explore how these new formal arrangements were being translated into 
practice. 

Methods 
Figure 1 provides a schematic of the research processes. A short description of the purpose and 
process for each research phase illustrated is provided in the sections that follow. Throughout the 
research a number of validation techniques or ‘built-in reality-checks’ were employed to ensure the 
results are credible and dependable. External validation techniques involve seeking critique and 
elaboration from others, while internal validation occurs when similar results are produced through the 
analysis of different sets or sources of data. These are also shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Research Process 

 

Phase One - Contextualising 

This phase of the research sought to identify and contextualise the institutional changes occurring 
within each case. The question guiding this first phase was, ‘What has been the management response 
to the drought, what other drivers are influencing urban water management practices, and what are the 
future challenges? 

Information was collected through interviews with practitioners (n = 10), who had been working 
within Perth’s urban water sector during the course of the drought. They were selected as being 
experts on water management in Perth, due to their long experience and/or varied roles within the 
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sector. As a result, many interviewees were currently in management and executive roles. They 
included practitioners from State Government (water and public health) and local Government (water 
and planning), the Water Corporation, government authorities (natural resources management), 
research organisations, private consultants, developers and peak industry bodies. 

Guiding questions were used in a semi-structured interview technique to identify (i) the management 
responses to the drying conditions, (ii) practitioner’s thoughts on what some of the major changes had 
been, (iii) what had influenced that change and how it had come about, (iv) how the sector was 
performing under water scarcity, and (v) what the future challenges to the sector might be. These 
interviews were transcribed ad verbatim, and coded using a modified version of axial coding to make 
thematic connections in the data. A narrative about Perth’s water management experiences was 
constructed and included the presentation of contrasting or conflicting storylines. These storylines 
were then compared to written records, policy documents, newsletters, research reports, journal 
papers, and media articles to look for corroborating and conflicting accounts, which were incorporated 
into the narratives. These narratives were written up into a case context reportvii, which was sent to key 
informants in Perth (n = 6, identified through the interview process) to provide external validation of 
the information. 

Phase Two - Characterising 

Phase two of the research sought to identify and characterise the institutional dynamics underscoring 
water management practices. This was achieved by ascertaining the ‘rules-in-use’viii that describe the 
institutions structuring the urban water sector, and determining how these rules interacted to effect 
institutional change. 

The data that informed this phase was gathered through a two-step process of workshops and 
interviews. Firstly, a workshop was designed to elicit the tacit knowledge of practitioners about their 
everyday practices, and what recurrent influences aid or hamper them. Participants (n=22) were asked, 
‘What influences your work?’ and through self-reflection and group discussion, the rules-in-use that 
shape how the urban water section in Perth functions were identified and mapped to explore their 
connections and effects. These workshops were themed as ‘supply and sewerage’ and ‘drainage and 
waterways’ workshops, to group people working in similar areas within the sector, so participants 
could share and reflect on similar working conditions. Invitations were distributed broadly through a 
range of organisations involved in the water sector, so as to access a breadth of different experiences. 
Any participant who expressed an interest in sharing their experiences was able to attend. Secondly, 
the insights and key findings of these workshops were crosschecked in a separate round of semi-
structured interviews with key informants (n = 9). These individuals were identified through the first 
phase of the research as having extensive knowledge of the Perth case, and had expressed a 
willingness to be further involved in the research. The purpose of these interviews was to test, expand 
and validate some of the initial insights into the institutional dynamics identified in the workshops, as 
an external validation technique (member checking). None of these interviewees had attended the 
focus groups, and therefore provided a fresh perspective on this data. Participants in this phase 
included practitioners from the Water Corporation, State government (water, public health and land 
use planning), the environmental protection authority, natural resource management agency, local 
government, private land developer, water technology company, consultants and local researchers. 

                                                        
vii A summary of the Perth Case Context Report is provided in Appendix C on page 30. 
viii See ‘Institutional Analysis and Development Framework’ section on page 33 for a further explanation of these 
rules. 
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The rules-in-use identified in the workshops were combined using a conceptual mapping technique 
and a generic model of collective actionix to organise the data into a generalised map of the 
institutional dynamics influencing urban water management practice in Perth. The raw data from the 
workshops (participant reflections on post-it notes and observations recorded by the researcher during 
workshops or post-workshop in response to listening to recorded discussions) and the interviews 
(researcher’s notes and post-interview reflections) were then coded using Institutional Work Theoryx 
as a coding framework. This revealed the effect of the institutional dynamics in terms of whether they 
maintained, created or disrupted the current institutional setting. The results of this analysis revealed a 
number of domains within the institutional setting as having significant institutional dynamics (see 
Table 1 and 2 on pages 3 and 4). Comparing the analyses of workshop and interview data, which 
presented similar domains, provided an internal validation of the findings. Some of these domains also 
matched some of the contextual drivers identified through phase one of the research, signifying further 
internal validation of the results. 

Phase Three - Comparing 

The final phase of the research is yet to be conducted, but will bring the results of the case analyses of 
Perth, Brisbane and Adelaide together to compare and contrast results, looking for similarities and 
differences in their rules-in-use and institutional dynamics. It is anticipated that this analysis will 
reveal patterns of rules-in-use and institutional dynamics that produce particular aptitudes or attributes 
in the institutional setting, which suggest a capacity to adapt. 

  

                                                        
ix Refer to the ‘Action Situation’ section of Appendix B (page 27) for more information on this model. 
x see Appendix B ‘Institutional Work’ on page 28 for further explanation of this theory and its relevance. 



 

 27 

Appendix B: Analytical Lenses 
This section presents a brief summary of the theories used in the research to collect, organise and 
interpret the data on institutional dynamics. Some of these theoretical concepts are important for 
understanding the research results. 

Institutional Analysis and Development 
Framework 
The Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) Framework 3, draws on game theory to understand 
the linkages between behaviour and action. It explains the social behaviours of actors embedded in 
diverse and complex environmental, macro-economic and socio-political settings. The IAD 
Framework achieves this by identifying the institutional structures within which actors operate, how 
these structures interact, and how actors may reinterpret these structures. In this way, the IAD 
Framework provides a dynamic explanation of how an institutional setting functions. This allows the 
research to go beneath the formally recognised regulations, legislation, and policy mechanisms, to 
identify the cognitive & behavioural norms that shape how these formal institutions are interpreted, 
and manifest into observed practice. Thus, for this research, the IAD Framework provides a dynamic 
way of conceptualising the urban water institutional setting. It provides a structure to organise data 
collection, to analyse the institutional rules identified, and to understand how they interact to produce 
fundamental change. 

Action Situation 

The IAD Framework’s conceptual model of an ‘action situation’ depicts the setting where collective 
action takes place to solve a shared problem or achieve a common objective. In this research it 
describes the institutional setting of the urban water sector, the backdrop for the management of water 
in the urban landscape. By defining the components of this setting and the relationships between them, 
this conceptual model explains, in generic terms, the dynamics that are occurring to produce observed 
or potential outcomes (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Action Situation of the IAD Framework. Adapted from Ostrom, 2005. 
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This model is dynamic because, it describes not only the process by which outcomes are produced, but 
also the characteristics, influences and interactions that can effect this process. These characteristics 
and relationships are described by ‘rules-in-use;’ the formal and informal institutions that structure the 
action situation. The interplay between these rules-in-use, and the interpretation and enacting of them 
by actors, determines how the action situation functions, going some way to explaining the 
institutional origins of the practices observed in reality. It is these rules-in-use that this research sought 
to identify, in order to understand, beyond formal legislation, policy, regulation, business plans and 
work programs, how the urban water sector is functioning, and the particular dynamics behind this. 

Levels of Institutional Analysis 

The IAD Framework offers another dimension with which to understand the dynamics of the 
institutional setting, by recognizing multiple levels of analysis. Sets of rules-in-use are nested within a 
hierarchy, where rules higher up the hierarchy determine how lower level rule sets can be changed, 
and who can be involved in this process (see Figure 3). These rule change processes provide the 
ability or capacity of the institutional setting to adapt. 

Figure 3. Levels of Analysis of IAD Framework. Adapted from Ostrom, 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus the IAD Framework provides a simple but robust way to describe the urban water institutional 
settings through the conceptual model, and the analytical power in the rules-in-use and their nested 
hierarchy, to describe the functional dynamics that lead to institutional change.  

Institutional Work 
Institutional work4, 7 is a developing branch of institutional theory focusing on the ways actors express 
their ‘agency,’ and the affects of this activity on the way an institutional setting functions. It is based 
on the premise that there are three types of institutional activity or ‘work’ that actors conduct; 
activities that serve to maintain current institutions, activities that disrupt the rules and order, and 
those activities that create new rules and structures. 

Maintaining institutional work has received little study, as most institutional research has tended to 
focus on mechanisms to change institutions. However, activities that maintain institutions are critically 
important to the process of change, not only because they present barriers to changing inappropriate 
institutions, but because they can also incorporate changes into pre-existing routines and patterns, and 
engage and socialise new actors into the institutional setting. Some of these types of maintenance 
activities include: 

• Policing: ensuring compliance through enforcement, monitoring and auditing, 
• Deterring: Using coercion to discourage change, 

COLLECTIVE CHOICE ACTION SITUATIONS 
(The processes by which operational rules can be changed and by whom) 

OPERATIONAL ACTION SITUATIONS 
(Actions that affect the provision, production, distribution, and consumption of water) 

Operational Rules-in-Use 

Collective Choice Rules-in-Use 
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• Valourising/Demonising: Providing positive and negative examples to exemplify the 
normative foundations of an institution, 

• Mythologising: Preserving normative foundations by creating and sustaining traditions 
around an institution’s history,  and 

• Routinising: embedding the cognitive and normative foundations of an institution into 
day-to-day practice.  

Creative institutional work is about establishing new rules and new rewards and sanctions to enforce 
these rules. While the ultimate outcome of creative work is of a regulatory nature, there are significant 
normative and cognitive shifts which need to occur in the lead up to the establishment of new 
institutions. These activities generally develop in small, peripheral groups (networks), as they depend 
on cooperation to associate new practices with existing institutions. Some types of creative 
institutional work include: 

• Advocacy: mobilising support for new ideas and rules, 
• Constructing identities: defining new relationships of actors and their operating context, 
• Changing normative associations: rethinking the connections between practices and the 

moral and cultural foundations of those practices, 
• Mimicry: associating new practices with current practices to ease adoption, 
• Theorizing: naming new concepts and practices, and developing new abstractions of cause 

and effect to build these new ideas into the ‘cognitive map’ of the field, 
• Educating: teaching actors the new skills and knowledge needed to support a new 

institution. 

Further empirical testing and development of institutional work theory is needed to build more 
comprehensive understanding of the activities within these different types of institutional work, and 
the combinations of activities that can create change (or inertia) in institutional settings. However, in 
this research, institutional work theory offers a way to characterise institutional dynamics and 
understand their effect on the overall functioning of the institutional setting. 

Disruptive institutional work involves undermining the social controls that lead members to 
associate and comply with institutions. It may involve directly attacking compliance mechanisms of 
the institutional setting, or it may involve manipulating the boundaries of institutions by redefining, re-
categorising, reconfiguring, abstracting and problematizing the cognitive or normative understandings 
of these boundaries. This work can be purposive, carried out by disenfranchised actors whose interests 
are not served by existing rules, but it can also be unintentional. Such processes of 
‘deinstitutionalisation’ are not well understood, but are important for institutional change, because, in 
disrupting current institutions, these types of activities challenge their relevance, and open them up to 
review and reconfiguration. Disruptive institutional activities can include:  

• Disconnecting the rewards and sanctions of current practice, 
• Disassociating the moral foundations of current practice, and 
• Undermining core assumptions and beliefs of current practice, by reducing the perceived 

risk of innovations and highlighting the new assumptions and beliefs behind them. 
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Appendix C: Case Context 
This section presents the contemporary context of water management in Perth, compiled during an 
earlier phase of the research. This information provided a contextual understanding of the case in 
order to explain the results presented in this report. While there is no reliable overall account of 
Perth’s water management experience over the last three decades of drying conditions, this section 
presents what was revealed in the narratives of interviewees. More detail on this contextual 
information is compiled in a separate document, the Perth Case Context Report, available from the 
author on request.  

The results of a contextual analysis of Perth are summarised below in three sections; (1) the formal 
institutional arrangements for water management in Perth, (2) the management practices employed in 
response to the extended drought conditions, and (3) landscape factors or other broad drivers and 
influences which participants identified as having an effect on the urban water sector and/or water 
management practices.  

Formal Institutional Arrangements 

Like most Australian cities, Perth’s urban water governance arrangements can be characterised as 
hierarchical and corporatized. The key actors in urban water management and their roles and 
responsibilities are described briefly below: 

• The Premier, Water and Planning Minister, Local Councillors, have certain powers of 
delegation and approval/decision, to manage water or other activities relating to its management, 
on behalf of the people of Western Australia. Most of the Departments and Agencies listed below 
are answerable to the Ministers for Water, Environment and/or Planning. As final decision-makers 
influenced by their constituents, they have significant power and influence in water management 
activities, both directly and indirectly.  

• The Water Corporation, a government owned corporation, responsible for supply, sewerage and 
some drainage services across most of the state.  

• Economic Regulation Authority, licences and monitors compliance of the Water Corporation, 
and may conduct inquiries referred to it by the State Government. 

• The Department of Water, created in 2006, is responsible for the overall management of water 
resources in the state, and its key responsibilities include water monitoring, allocation and 
licensing, policy for regulation and future planning, identification and assessment of new sources, 
and providing information and assistance to water users and government. 

• The Environmental Protection Authority also plays a role in water regulation through its State 
Protection Policies, and responsibility to conduct Environmental Impact Assessments on major 
new source developments. It also has a role to provide strategic advice to Government. 

• Local Governments are responsible for local drainage provision (in conjunction with Water 
Corporation, who manage the city’s main drains) through local drainage infrastructure, and land 
use planning, approvals and management. 

• The Department of Planning sets the land use planning policy framework through which this 
aspect of urban water management is governed, and most of the Departments and Agencies 
mentioned above have a referral role in the assessment and approval of new developments. 

• Land developers, both private and government owned, have an integral role in designing and 
implementing water management infrastructure often in close collaboration with the Water 
Corporation, Local Government and Department of Water. 

• The Swan River Trust is a government agency and caretaker of the Swan-Canning River system 
and foreshore (known as the Riverpark). It has a policy role in developing a river protection 
strategy and associated management plan, a facilitation role to work closely with local 
governments and other relevant agencies to coordinate activities under these, and a role as a 
statutory referral agency for development applications.  

Management Practices 
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While successfully surviving three decades of significant water scarcity, Perth’s response to secure 
water supplies has been largely focused on source development. Increased extraction of groundwater 
and ‘climate independent’ desalination have provided new sources of water, while demand 
management and large-scale water recycling projects have also increased available supplies. While the 
rhetoric of Integrated Urban Water Management (IUWM) is used in Perth, implementation of this 
management paradigm has gone so far as integrating supply sources into the ‘Integrated Water Supply 
Scheme,’ and beginning to integrate water management planning into land development. Integration 
of water services to achieve economic, environmental and social outcomes, distributing fit-for-purpose 
water at multiple scales to meet these needs, and other dimensions of IUWM are not enabled by 
Perth’s centralised urban water system. For example, while small-scale approaches have been 
developed to provide alternative water sources and/or means of supplementing central supply through 
on-site harvesting, treatment and recycling, these novel approaches are not mainstream water 
management approaches. 

Landscape Factors 

A variety of other broad scale contextual factors were identified by interview participants as having an 
influence on water management and the urban water sector in Perth, and these are identified 
summarised below. 

Environment: the geomorphologic features of its environment, its soils and groundwater systems, 
largely define the management of Perth’s water supply. However the changing climate is beginning to 
have a profound impact on Perth’s urban water management practices and leading to significant shifts 
in approach. 

Environmental Connection: There were mixed views on the extent of the Perth community’s 
connection and engagement with water management issues. While engagement in water saving 
behaviours to secure human supplies was evident, there was a strong view that without recognition of 
a crisis it was difficult to get the community engaged in more complex issues. For example while 
research has shown that the Perth community assign intrinsic values to the Swan River8, the 
understanding of the connection between river health and water supplies/availability may not be 
enough to generate sufficient socio-political drive for more sustainable water management approaches. 

Realisation of Resource Scarcity: The Perth community’s acknowledgement and acceptance of their 
water supply situation appears to have been delayed by protective strategies of government, and a lack 
of information on the issue in public discourse. An expectation that high quality water is readily 
available at low cost for universal use exists. 

Hydro-Social Contract: This term encompasses the expectations of citizens surrounding the provision 
and use of water (as touched on above). Practitioners feel constrained by the performance criteria they 
are judged by under this ‘contract,’ which are based on social norms and community expectations that 
may no longer be realistic given the changed environmental conditions water managers are operating 
under. However, rather than working toward shifting these expectations, water managers employ 
strategies to try and meet these demands and avoid controversy. This sets water managers, and by-
proxy governments, up for future failure, as the community’s unrealistic criteria for judging 
performance remain unchanged. 

Economic Development: Development pressures resulting from Western Australia’s favourable 
economic climate, and the resulting development focus of Government priorities, are significant 
underlying influences on current water management practices. Participants talked of the prevalence of 
economic concerns in their day-to-day work, and suggested that this was leading to solutions that were 
potentially locking-in future users to inappropriate infrastructure, due to their current lower financial 
costs. 
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Water Policy Development: While there is Government policy around some aspects of water 
management, there is no umbrella policy agenda to provide the guidance and direction needed to 
streamline water management activities toward the achievement of clear overarching objectives. 
Without common strategic objectives and frameworks, water managers are unable to manage the 
resource in conjunction with other managers. Without this alignment of activities inefficiencies are 
occurring, and the ability to plan strategically to look beyond current needs and address future 
challenges is also compromised. 

Leadership: A lack of leadership is widely recognised in Perth, not only a result of difficulties in 
garnering political support for water issues, but also due to an absence in external championing of 
these issues, and a disconnection of efforts to strategically lever windows of opportunity when they 
arise. 

Professional Capacity: Changing workforce demographics, professional ‘cognitive-lock in,’ distrust 
in new technologies and the science and information behind their development, and organisational 
cultures were some critical factors influencing the urban water workforce.  

Niche Activities: Development of niches are known in the literature as one of the main pathways by 
which practice changes are fostered and eventually taken up as mainstream practice, altering formal 
institutions in the process. There are some niche activities in Perth, and some innovative projects 
outside the Perth metropolitan area, but they are disconnected and not yet forming the ‘critical mass’ 
needed to not only demonstrate but also promote more suitable water management practices. 


