
Nurturing Innovative 
Rural Businesses 

Dr John Wolfenden 
Associate Professor Bernice Kotey 



Key Points 

Innovative and resi lient small businesses are an 
important part of the abil it:Y of rural communities 
to be adaptable and to 'weather the storms of 
change' 
An integrated partnership- based approach is 
needed to help strengthen the small business 
sector of rural communities 
A key focus should be on capturing and harnessing 
local knowledge and 'can-do' attitude 
Res ilience th inking provides a robust framework in 
which to work with the sm al l business sector to 
achieve good regional development outcomes 



A World of Change 

The appl ication of a ris ing flow of new knowledge 
in both the physical and social sciences 
The simultaneous discovery of new resources, 
offset by the continual depletion of existing stocks 
The need to sustain the earth's rapidly expanding 
human populat ion 
Domestic macro-econom ic policy coupled with 
evolving global t rade and finance settings 
Increasing environmental regu lation, at al l spatial 
scales from the global to the local 
(f1om Kaley. S0(ensen, Reavell 20 10) 



Local Change 

The im pact of price fluctuations on profitabi lity of 
farm enterprises 
Changes to water allocations - competing demands 
for environmental water 
Reduced production in many irrigat ion areas due to 
bulk sale of water through market t rading 
The impacts of cl imate change on the water cycle 
(water yields, droughts and floods) 
The various social, economic and environmental 
impacts of coal and gas m ining 



Resilient Communities? 

If Australia really does value the concept of 't he 
rural ', t hen people will need to continue living in 
rural areas. We need resilient rural comm unities. 
The study of resi lience gives us insights in to how 
entit ies (organisations, people, organisms) respond 
to significant change 
It can also help us to understand how to be more 
adaptable and thus more able to survive change 



What is resil ience? 

The ability (o f a system, o r person, or organism) to 
bounce back after some disturbance 
Is used in many contexts including: 
- Human health (particu larly mental health) 
- Disaster recovery 
- Sustainability of ecosystems 
- Econo mic systems 
- Organisations 



Resilience 

Adaptability 

Transformability 

Scale 

Thresholds 

Resilience Concept Package 
'Resilience Thinking ' 

The capacity to bounc-e back after disturbance 

What we can do i'l advance to help things return 
more or less to ·normal' after some disturbance 
The ability to create an essentially new system 
when circumstance demand this 

It is important to consider i'lfluences from both 
above and below the system of interest 
(hierarchies) and also both short-term and long.. 
term responses. Hierarchies can be <1ynamlc and 
have multiple inter-level connections. 

In many systems, once thresholds have been 
crosse<I, It Is difficult (W not impossible) to retum to 
the previous state. (Resilience Alliance website) 



Focus on Small Business 

Our overall project for the Cotton CRC was to look 
at nurturing small and medium businesses 
The overall contribut ion o f small businesses 
(employing 0 to 19 staff) is a major part of the 
Australian economy 
- Nearly half of all industry employment 
- Over a third of industry value- added 

(A.us11a lian Gowrnment 20 11 - Key Sta~ on Small 8usine\s) 

Anecdotal information suggests that these 
contributions are much higher in rural areas 



Small Bu siness & Resilience 

Innovation in small business supports the cycle of 
creative destruction which" ... while creating new 
sources of value, also destroy(s) the value of older 
and established companies" (Australian Government 2011) 

Creative destruction is synonymous with the 
adaptive cycle of resilience thinking 
- Innovation c:an result in either adaptation (more resilient 

system) o r transformation (new / emergent system) 

Small business and/ or community thresholds can 
be crossed leading to significant decl ine (and 
sometimes successful re invention and growth) 



Small Business & Resilience 

Small business - useful focus for local ism policy 
Australian localism seeks to diversify rural and 
regional economies away from agriculture in order 
to drive 'growth, liveabil i ty and sustainability' 
(Crean 201 1 :1 quoted in Hogan et al 20 12) 



Propositions 

Resilient rural communities should continue to be 
an important part of the Australian landscape 
The rural small business sector has the potential to 
help enhance the overall resil ience of rural 
communities in several respects 
Res ilience- thinking can be applied as 

'resil ience- in-action' 
in support of enhanced res ilience of the small­
business sector (and thus the broader rural 
communities of which they are a part) 



Insights for small business 
from previous research 
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Insights for small business 
from previous research 

Our research identifi ed a number of indicators of 
resi lience and of the abil ity to be adaptable. These 
included: 

- Diverse community networks 

- Diverse economic base 

- Low relative debt levels 
- Industry/ government partnerships 

- Capacity build ing 
- Knowledge sharing 
- Integrated approaches and collective solut ions 

- Mechanisms for incorporati ng learning into planning 



Insights for small business 
from previous research 

Our research identifi ed a number of indicators of 
resi lience and of the abil ity to be adaptable. These 
included: 

- Innovation 
- Adoption 
- Diversification 
- Reflective institutions 

- Local empowerment to change 



Resilience thinking in action 

The above indicators can be used as part of an 
overall strategy for each community 
Surveys and assessments can be undertaken to 
determine the resil ience 'score' for each 
community, and strategies implemented to help 
improve overal l res il ience 

This can be undertaken either for the community as 
a whole, or just w ith a focus on the smal l business 
sector 



Resilience thinking in action 

What overal l innovation are we propos ing? 
- Equipping Chambers of Commerce and other 

organisations to provide stronger foundations for small 
business success. 

Would include such business support activities as: 
- Helping businesses improve internal processes such as 

customer service, build ing markets .. taking stock of 
performance (monitor, evaluate, adapt) 

- Facilitate networks for information and support 
- Implement mentoring 
- Production/ dissemination of training materials 



Resilience thin king in action 

Prepare a local 'why do business here' prospectus -
look at local endowments and resources, what 
existing businesses there are, ident ify support 
networks and people (this would be intended to 
encourage new entries and thus enhance 
diversifi cation) 
Such material could also be used to support 
exis t ing businesses looki ng to enhance their 
viabi li ty 



Resilience thinking in action 

These ideas have been generated from working 
with the Chambers of Commerce in Moree and St 
George 
A critical threshold for the Chambers is busyness -
smal l business operators have very limited time to 
engage with strategic activity or even business 
improvement 

Can we find a way to help them past this threshold' 



Resilience thinking in action 

We propose a coherent and structured approach 
based general ly on resilience principles 
The emphasis will be on identifying weaknesses in 
community resilience and taking steps to remedy 
some of these - among other th ings this will 
involve bui lding adaptability with in small 
businesses 

A partnership model is proposed - we have trialled 
this with some success in Moree and St George with 
partnerships being formed between the Chamber of 
Commerce, local counci l and the local cotton 
community (work in progress) 



Program of Support 

Based on bui lding and harnessing local human and 
social capital 
A localism approach incorporating values such as : 
- Capturing of local solutions and knowledge 
- Facilitating f supporting local decision making 
- Communities managing their own ri sks 
- Build ing strong and sustainable leadership 
- Helping locals take contro l over their own destinies 
- "We are not the problem, we are part of the solution" 



Program of Support 

Funding of a part-time project officer for each 
Chamber being assisted 
Preparation of a strategy for each town (based on 
the objective of improved resilience) 

Development of support materials for training and 
mentoring 
Support for local Chamber members to provide 
mentoring to others 
Preparation of local prosp ectus for each town 

General advice and mentoring for Chamber 
members during the life of the program 



Key Points - Recap 

Innovative and resi lient small businesses are an 
important part of the abil it:Y of rural communities 
to be adaptable and to 'weather the storms of 
change' 
An integrated partnership- based approach is 
needed to help strengt hen the small business 
sector of rural communities 
A key focus should be on capturing and harnessing 
local knowledge and 'can-do' attitude 
Res ilience th inking provides a robust framework in 
which to work with the sm al l business sector to 
achieve good regional development outcomes 
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