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Abstract

Responding to societal challenges requires an understanding of how institu-

tional change happens or does not happen. In the context of flood risk reduc-

tion, a central impediment of transformational change is a struggle over how

public participation is understood and practiced. Risk institutions are often

portrayed as resistant to change, which overlooks the individuals within insti-

tutions who struggle to implement innovative power-sharing approaches/

arrangements. Using two rounds of qualitative interviews spread over 5 years,

this research identifies factions within the risk sector—those who view partici-

pation as awareness raising and those who are struggling to make participation

part of a wider commitment to power-sharing: a group that, for the purpose of

this analysis, we call “mavericks.” Through focus on how mavericks struggle

for change, this analysis uncovers tensions that arise as individuals attempt to

alter prevailing knowledge-practices. The findings highlight the importance of

experiential learning, active listening, and the alteration of space. By applying

a relational conceptualisation, we explore how mavericks advocate for rela-

tionship building, which alters spaces of public participation and, in that way,

lays the foundation for transformational social innovations. The conclusions

offer flood risk researchers perspective on the institutional struggles that pre-

configure how frontrunner projects are or are not able to facilitate the commu-

nity participation needed to successfully implement societal transformations.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Public participation continues to resurface as a touch-
stone as societies grapple with rapidly changing chal-
lenges. For issues such as climate change (Pearce
et al., 2015) or flooding (Birkholz et al., 2014; Matarrita-
Cascante et al., 2017), there is a sense that participation
is needed, but that it frequently falls short of the power-
sharing envisioned by its advocates (Cooke &
Kothari, 2001; Reed, 2008; Wynne, 2006). As argued by
Thaler et al. (2019, p. 1080) “success at societal transfor-
mation heavily depends on the current institutional
framework, which either allows or hinders deep public
engagement.” In the context of risk reduction, then, ‘how
institutional change does or does not happen’ is a critical
consideration for governance in which public actions are
involved or needed. In striking and stark terms, the risk
management sector in Australia has been prominently
portrayed as a homogenous “other” opposed to power-
sharing (O'Kane & Fuller, 2022, p. 10). This framing over-
looks actors within institutions who are attempting to
alter the status quo (Kelman, 2005; Kelman et al., 2016).
Attention is needed for the perceptions and strategies of
those individuals who ‘struggle’ to implement societal
transformations that reconfigure social contracts such
that publics are empowered (O'Brien et al., 2009), publics
being defined as “heterogeneous groups and individuals
drawn together or separated by their changing social,
material and natural environments, and technological
interactions” (Domínguez Rubio & Fogué, 2013, p. 1041).
Finally, while analyses of participation focus increasingly
on the importance of relations (Alam et al., 2020;
Kamstra et al., 2021), the associated creation of space in
which participation occurs remains under-explored
(Ferguson, 2018; Ferguson et al., 2022). In response to
these intersecting considerations, this article analyses
efforts by individuals within a risk sector struggling to
implement participation in the context of disaster and
flood risk reduction. The findings highlight the labour
invested into the reconfiguration of the risk sector, help-
ing to highlight what drives or hampers the realisation of
societal transformations.

This article uses an ongoing partnership as an entry
point and unifying thread for its argument. It does so as a
way of analysing a struggle over transitioning from
deficit-based forms of participation (e.g., consultations,
one-way information transfer, education, and awareness
raising) to forms of participation that share power with
publics (e.g., long-term relationship building, active lis-
tening, direct power-sharing, and public influence over
problem identification and governance). Hereafter, “defi-
cit-based” and “relationship building” are understood as
opposite poles of a spectrum of participation. We

understand participation as the redistribution of power
that enables those historically excluded from political
and economic processes to define and actively refine
aims, goals and decision-making arenas, a type of
involvement that, in turn, shapes policy and practice
(Arnstein, 1969, p. 216). Applying this definition of par-
ticipation establishes a basis for measuring change,
which contrasts status quo governance with locally pro-
posed alternatives. ‘How change happens’ is a contempo-
rary debate that animates struggles in the Australian risk
sector (Melo Zurita et al., 2015; Satiz�abal et al., 2022),
with implications for the risk sector internationally
(Kuhlicke et al., 2020). This article draws on the Commu-
nity Engagement for Disaster Risk Reduction (CEDRR)
transdisciplinary research project and partnership, which
has also become entangled in efforts to change how the
risk sector knows and practices participation. This situa-
tion creates an opportunity to explore ‘how change hap-
pens’ and answer ‘what is the role of research in the
context of institutional change?’

The research team undertook 37 qualitative inter-
views with practitioners from the risk sector in the Whit-
tlesea Local Government Area (WLGA), Victoria,
Australia. Within these interviews, two main groupings
emerge: first, those who view participation as a way to
influence communities (i.e., deficit-based) and second,
‘mavericks’ who we define as individuals attempting to
redistribute power as part of participatory approaches
(i.e., implement relationship building). We define rela-
tionship building (Cook & Overpeck, 2019) as a model of
participation founded on dignity (Hicks, 2011) in which
communities have opportunities to determine the prob-
lem (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997), to contribute to
upstream decision-making (Wilsdon & Willis, 2004), and,
generally, to have power over the local governance that
shapes their experiences of risk (Melo Zurita et al., 2015).

We draw on Cornwall (2002a, 2016) and Cornwall
and Coelho (2007) to theorise space as made via relations,
and therefore subject to reconfiguration by relationship
building. Our findings contribute to emergent research
on the sometimes antithetical tensions between participa-
tion and behaviour change (Bos et al., 2013;
Broockman & Kalla, 2016; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016;
Hargreaves, 2011; Lane, Odoni, et al., 2011; McEwen
et al., 2020). The findings are also pertinent for
researchers interested in individual and institutional
change. In the Australian context, which echoes interna-
tional experiences as described by the United Nations
(2022), flooding is the most costly natural hazard and is
predicted to have increasing severity with climate
change. For example, flood disaster events in February,
March, and July of 2022 in New South Wales are esti-
mated to have collectively become the costliest flood and
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fifth most costly disaster in Australia's history (AU$3.35
Billion) (NIBA, 2022). While the total number of
impacted people remains unclear, 13 people lost their
lives, “4,055 properties were deemed uninhabitable with
a further 10,849 properties assessed as damaged and
8,100 inundated with water” (Secord, 2022, p. 3)—with
further social and environmental costs that are difficult
to quantify but will undoubtedly be significant. The
resulting inquiry report includes highly critical assess-
ments of “ineffective community engagement”
(O'Kane & Fuller, 2022, p. 179), with the unusual inclu-
sion of explicit acknowledgement that the risk sector has
failed to adopt meaningful community engagement in
line with recommendations from past inquiries
(O'Kane & Fuller, 2022, p. 10). The sector's failure to
change is a critically important societal challenge. The
implications of this research, therefore, are salient to both
Australian and international debates over the need for
change in terms of community-based risk management
in the context of repeated failures to change.

This article opens with a brief overview of the chal-
lenges of institutional change within the risk manage-
ment sector, establishing the case from which this
analysis is drawn. The paper then summarises the
CEDRR project and methodology, as a ‘frontrunner pro-
ject’ trialling an innovative form of participation
(i.e., relationship building). Rather than a paper focused
on the findings of that project (see Cornes & Cook, 2018;
Cornes et al., 2019; Satiz�abal et al., 2022 for such find-
ings), CEDRR and its methodology are included because
they provided the opening for our interviews with practi-
tioners, with many of the discussions referring to the pro-
ject. Importantly, we focus on the perceptions of the
practitioners who struggle to implement participatory
risk reduction: the CEDRR project being one such effort.
The findings are divided into three parts: first, we present
the prevailing views on participation amongst practi-
tioners; second, we present how mavericks interpret pre-
vailing knowledge-practices and are attempting to affect
change; and third, we explore the role of research within
struggles by mavericks to affect institutional change.
Bridging the findings and conclusion is a discussion of
space creation as a product of altered relations. This
space provides mavericks with opportunities to unsettle
deficit-based forms of participation. The mavericks reveal
an explicit commitment to active listening, practice
change, and experiential learning—what is called ‘prac-
tice theory’ in academic parlance (Hargreaves, 2011),
though it is not labelled as such by the practitioners.
Aware of the ineffectiveness of deficit-based approaches
and the resilience of the status quo, mavericks contend
that critique is unlikely to result in institutional change
without also providing opportunities for experiential

learning for those who implement participation. We con-
clude that the ability of research to unsettle prevailing
relations and to reconfigure space offer a relatively novel
pathway for supporting the institutional transformations
needed to address present and future societal challenges
such as flooding.

2 | BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

2.1 | Institutional change in the risk
sector

There is a great deal of theoretical research that explores
the relationship between change and disasters, which
itself is situated within wider debates over participation
(Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016; Reed, 2008; United Nations
General Assembly, 2015). It is widely recognised that
disaster and flood risk management in the Global North
operate under a top-down, command-and-control
structure (Birkland, 2009; Cook & Melo Zurita, 2016;
Perry, 2003). This structure perpetuates rigid leadership
hierarchies and expert-led approaches to problem solving
(Van Baarle et al., 2021). While such command structures
can be invaluable during disasters, they are commonly
extended into non-event operations, thereby influencing
the practice of public participation. In opposition to top-
down risk management, participatory methods have
been advocated as a way of establishing a foundation on
which transformational change is made possible. In sim-
ple terms, there is an a-priori assertion that relationship
building is required if the risk sector is to be able to
facilitate responses to societal challenges. As explained
by Thaler et al. (2019, p. 1080) “to facilitate transforma-
tion, the institutional framework needs to allow com-
munities to engage in planning from the outset and in
meaningful ways. Such engagement facilitates renegoti-
ation of existing social contracts between governments'
facilitation and private-individual responsibility.” Build-
ing upon this assertion there is a coupled need to
account for the internal preconfigurations that risk
institutions continuously undergo as they understand
and implement the type of public participation that pre-
conditions societal transformations.

A defining trait of emergency management in
Australia is its long-standing reliance on volunteer labour
for disaster response (McLennan et al., 2015). Volunteers
affiliated with risk institutions are highly trained commu-
nity members who are expert in responding to risk
events, with public participation to support preparedness
a relatively new responsibility (Melo Zurita et al., 2015).
State approaches to public participation, therefore, rely
on volunteers whose training is rooted in command and
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control (Cook & Melo Zurita, 2016; McLennan
et al., 2016; Whittaker et al., 2015), and who rarely have
the power to reconfigure their responsibilities. Positioned
between the state and publics are local unit controllers,
who are the individuals responsible for organising activi-
ties, setting rosters, and managing unit operations. These
individuals are beset by top-down assessment of their
management based on quantitative metrics such as the
number of incident responses, the average response time,
and the number of community members assisted. Public
participation, then, is less aligned with their operational
responsibilities or the budget allocations tied to institu-
tional accounting.

Within the institutional structure of the risk agency at
the heart of flood risk reduction in Victoria, there is also
a small, paid workforce in leadership positions but with
relatively loose control over day-to-day volunteer and
unit controller actions. Power within the institution,
then, is constantly negotiated, with volunteers disenga-
ging from activities that they do not, or cannot, prioritise.
In this context, amongst institutional leaders there are
‘mavericks,’ an analytical term we use to denote the
actors who we define as struggling to change how partici-
pation is understood and practiced within risk manage-
ment sections of government and risk institutions.

2.2 | Community engagement for
disaster risk reduction

The CEDRR project is a combination of research and
engagement methods common to DRR (e.g., door-knock-
ing, household surveys, household interviews), coupled
with a web-application for data collection. CEDRR is pre-
mised on the ineffectiveness of information transfer as a
model for prompting expert-determined behaviour
change (Cook & Melo Zurita, 2019; Cook & Overpeck,
2019), replacing the dissemination of information with
‘relationship building’ as its guiding basis. CEDRR is tied
to a quantitative survey, which was based on a commu-
nity capacity survey (Murphy et al., 2012) amended for
emphasis on community resilience and risk reduction,
followed by refinement by the research team. The
research team drew on the community capacity survey
because of its emphasis on state–public interactions. The
resulting CEDRR survey is designed to facilitate a back-
and-forth dialogue that creates time and space for rela-
tionship building between members of the public and
volunteers from the risk sector.

Volunteers are recruited via an online ‘call-out’ from
their risk institution. Following training, pairs of volun-
teers approach a household, enter the address into the
web-application, and knock. If someone from the

household is willing to participate, a quantitative survey
is undertaken. This survey includes questions regarding
the households' experiences with large-scale emergency
events, any actions they have already taken to prepare,
how connected they feel with neighbours, and whether
they might commit to take further actions as a result of
the interaction. Households are invited to add new
responses to many of the questions, which become avail-
able to future participants. This responsiveness has
uncovered numerous examples of risks that the emer-
gency services tend not to consider, for example: ‘kanga-
roos’ (because they cause car accidents), ‘being followed’
(a risk noted by some women who answered the survey),
and ‘pandemic’ (which at the time seemed unlikely but
has been borne out by the Covid-19 experience). At com-
pletion, the volunteers ask if the participant would speak
to their friends, family, or neighbours about the interac-
tion, and whether volunteers can return in the future to
follow-up with the household.

Between 6 and 12 months later, volunteers return to
the home and undertake a follow-up survey. This second
interaction is an opportunity to reconnect with the
household, as well as to ask: if the initial interaction
altered their views, whether the household changed their
intentions to take action(s), whether the household took
actions, and if the household discussed the interaction
with neighbours, friends, or family. Participants are also
asked if they would like to provide any feedback. At con-
clusion of both interactions, the volunteers communicate
the project's contact details, and note that they are willing
to help or advise if the household desires further informa-
tion or support. Finally, they thank the participant for
helping the emergency services to better understand and
support the community.

The relationship building at the heart of CEDRR
is founded on dialogue (Freire, 1968 (1970)), which
is, somewhat surprisingly, made possible by deploy-
ing a quantitative survey. The underlying theory of
change guiding the dialogue is “active processing”
(Broockman & Kalla, 2016), which is a psychosocial con-
ceptualisation that differentiates quick, reactive, emo-
tional thinking (system 1) from deep reflective thinking
(system 2) (Kahan, 2012; Kahneman, 2011). CEDRR uses
the data collection process to put system 1 “at ease” and
to allow the discussion to slow and engage in self-reflec-
tion, critical thinking, and empathy on the topic of risk
reduction. It is hypothesised that this type of interaction
is more likely to elicit authentic responses, more likely to
facilitate reflection, and is more likely to affect underly-
ing values in ways that contribute to cognitive, inten-
tional, and behavioural change (Baird et al., 2014;
Huitema et al., 2010). During CEDRR surveys, if a partic-
ipant asks the emergency services volunteer for their
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opinion, it is provided—though it is critical to note that
this provision of expert advice is as a result of the dialogue,
no longer decontextualized or generic, but household-spe-
cific. The survey is a mechanism for slowing participation
(Whatmore, 2009) and requiring volunteers to take the
time to get to know the household, all while simulta-
neously delivering on the wider accounting priorities that
dominate the risk sector (Lane, Landström, &
Whatmore, 2011). It is this dialogic form of interaction
coupled with the volunteers waiting for a household to
request expert advice that, while subtle, fundamentally
distinguishes the CEDRR methodology from prevailing
deficit-based forms of participation.

Door-knocking and household surveys are methods
common to public participation across the world, in
which the main purpose is typically one-way delivery of
institution-sanctioned messages. These methods offer lit-
tle scope for two-way dialogue, knowledge sharing, or
reflective consideration of behaviour change over time.
Prevailing methods also tend to be measured by the
quantity of pamphlets distributed or households knocked
per hour, rather than the quality of the interactions or
the resulting behaviour change. For CEDRR, the primary
purpose is not the transfer of information or the collec-
tion of quantitative data, but the creation of opportunities
for relationship building between the risk sector and
households. CEDRR's mimicry of prevailing methods
was chosen for two reasons: (1) they are common prac-
tices and are therefore the target of the research team's
interests; and (2) in order to contribute to more systemic
change, we sought alteration to the underlying principles
of participation rather than develop entirely new
methods (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016). As is supported by
the participatory literature (Callon, 1999, 2004), the tech-
niques of participation are secondary when compared to
the value-laden assumptions that guide how practitioners
understand and interact with communities. CEDRR is
deceptively simple: using a standard quantitative survey
as an entry point, the structure of the data-collection
requires a two-way dialogue, it is honest about the objec-
tives of the practitioners, and it measures the impacts of
dialogic interactions on household behaviours over time.

3 | METHODOLOGY

3.1 | Case

Distinct from the CEDRR research, the research team
undertook interviews with practitioners and experts from
the risk sector to better understand the context in which
participation is practiced. Initial interviews were con-
ducted in the WLGA in 2013, which helped the research

team identify the prevailing perceptions of community
engagement and the challenges of institutional change
(Melo Zurita et al., 2015). CEDRR then began as a pilot
in mid-2016 (see Cornes & Cook, 2018) supported by an
engagement grant from the University of Melbourne,
with several institutions from the emergency manage-
ment sector as named partners. Following promising
early findings, it has since received financial support
from partners along with substantial in-kind labour; in
late 2016, a government agency contributed $30,000 to
conduct a case study in the WLGA. This small grant
allowed the research team to re-engage with risk practi-
tioners in the WLGA in 2017–2018 alongside CEDRR,
5 years after the initial interviews. WLGA has a rapidly
changing risk profile, due primarily to urbanisation and
population increase. This former agricultural region is
now peri-urban and prone to heatwaves, grassfires, bush-
fires, storms, and flooding. Recent significant events
include the 2013 and 2015 grassfires, and the December
2016 flash flood event. The WLGA was also significantly
impacted by the 2009 ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires
(Neale, 2016; O'Neill & Handmer, 2012).

3.2 | Methods

We draw on semi-structured interviews with risk practi-
tioners, conducted before and during operation of a
CEDRR case study. Two rounds of interviews have taken
place. The first round involved 24 participants in 2013
and, 5 years later, a second round with 13 participants in
2017–2018—our intention had been to follow-up with the
original interviewees (Melo Zurita et al., 2015), but the
turn-over of staff was very high and only one participant
remained in their original position. Participants include
risk sector volunteers, unit controllers, representatives of
the local government, community leaders, and institu-
tional leaders of the risk agency, including mavericks as
they attempt to alter existing engagement practices. The
interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and ana-
lysed using Nvivo software, with a combination of induc-
tive and deductive analyses. Themes guiding the
interviews include: (1) the context of disaster risk reduc-
tion in the WLGA; (2) views on public knowledge and
preparedness; (3) the role of risk experts; and (4) the
strengths and weaknesses of existing community engage-
ment. The research team embraces a relational construc-
tivist ontology, meaning that we accept that each
participant will communicate their truth and that, collec-
tively, these accounts allow the research team to under-
stand how those involved rationalise their actions
(Castree, 2003). Due to the sensitive nature of struggles to
implement change, we were asked by some participants
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to withhold identities, which resulted in the research
team deciding to ensure anonymity for all participants
and institutions.

Finally, the research team have reflected on CEDRR's
position as a research project that is testing ‘relationship
building’ as a form of participation, while also becoming
aware that CEDRR has become aligned with a wider
struggle by mavericks to contribute to institutional
change. While the blurring of research-practice is key to
impact, this dual role presents a challenge for the
authors. There has been a growing realisation that the
research evolved from a ‘standard’ industry-university
collaboration to one where the research itself was provid-
ing otherwise limited opportunities to create space for
participation. In response to this situation, the research
team and the mavericks have undertaken follow-up inter-
views and email discussions, seeking to interrogate these
challenges ‘in the open.’ The data from these interviews
are presented in the reflective discussion in order to
share: (1) the dilemma that arose with involvement in
mavericks' struggles, and (2) to contribute to a more
reflexive form of risk research (Kelman, 2005) that
accounts for how change occurs and how researchers
have access to unique, and potentially vital, opportunities
to unsettle prevailing knowledge-practices.

4 | FINDINGS: COMMUNITY
PARTICIPATION AND CHANGE

The findings are presented in three parts. Part 1 explores
practitioners' understandings of participation. In contrast,
Part 2 explores how mavericks understand participation,
including their portrayals of prevailing practices and
their struggles to implement relationship building. We
then extend consideration to the role of research in Part
3, before transitioning to the discussion.

4.1 | Part 1: Prevailing framing of
participation

Amongst many respondents, participation tends to be
understood as a one-way form of awareness raising.
Within these discussions, there is a hierarchy between
practitioners and communities, an emphasis on informa-
tion transfer, and often a re-naming to “education,”
“informing,” “community information,” or “PR”
(i.e., public relations).

“Effectively, as part of the community educa-
tion role, is going out to different community
groups or public relation events and selling,

effectively, awareness of flood and storm and
how to mitigate risk” (Risk Practitioners
1&2: 10.2018).

They go on to explain:

“There's no set requirements for each mem-
ber to do any certain amount of community
education. A lot of it can be just, if you're
available. So, we've got a few people who are
retired and they're more able to attend to PR
events” (Risk Practitioners 1& 2: 10.2018).

Participation is portrayed by many of the practitioners as
a method for affecting change in a community member's
awareness about risks and their preparedness behaviours.

With regard to behaviour change amongst communities,
the practitioners evoke a classic ‘deficit model’ in which
experts extend information under the assumption that tar-
geted behaviour change will follow (Cook & Melo
Zurita, 2019; Wynne, 1991). Further evidencing the deficit
model, information transfer is justified with reference to past
disasters in which lack of awareness is associated with harm,
where the risk sector has learned about the importance of
community awareness, and where participation has subse-
quently evolved to better communicate to communities.

“We had a lot of information sessions where
people could come along and just hear from
either our building department or other
building experts. As much as possible,
[we] just try to provide information that's
helpful. We would have a newsletter that
would go out and again just providing infor-
mation to people. So, if they couldn't get to a
meeting they'd still, perhaps, have informa-
tion that they could just look at” (Local Gov-
ernment 1: 05.2013).

For many participants, prevailing methods skew towards
the already compliant while those who are non-
compliant disregard those engagement activities.

“My fear is that people don't learn from mis-
takes, that, again using the fire talks as an
example: we used to do them years ago and
maybe a dozen people would come. It's prob-
ably the same dozen people, well it's the peo-
ple that already have plans and really don't
need to hear you talk but they come all the
time. Yet, the people that you probably need
to talk to don't come” (Local Government 2:
05.2013).

6 of 16 COOK ET AL.
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These perspectives are representative of a portrayal of
participation as a low priority because volunteers' and
council's time is being used inefficiently on those who do
not need support while many who will be impacted, and
who are likely to create risk for communities and
responders during future events, remain disconnected
from theses specific activities.

Amongst the majority of participants, change is allo-
cated entirely to communities. Unlike the academic liter-
ature or the multiple public inquiries that have followed
recent Australian disasters (Binskin et al., 2020; O'Kane &
Fuller, 2022; Teague et al., 2010), there is little scope for
consideration of structural influences on behaviour such
as gender (Eriksen et al., 2010), class or wealth (Gibbs
et al., 2015), or racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity
(Thomassin et al., 2019). Instead, behaviour change is an
end accomplished via information transfer (Wynne, 1991,
2006), severed from the underlying values that pre-
determine packages of values-means-ends (Castree
et al., 2014), as noted by a risk practitioner:

“…in terms of the local government's role, as
I said, is to try to communicate that these
plans are in place and prepare them with
what's available…So that's where local gov-
ernment comes in terms of an event, but the
preparedness stuff is not something local
government do apart from doing that promo-
tion and engaging with the community by
telling them about these actual pamphlets
and plans that are in place for them to use”
(Risk Practitioner 4 04.2013).

Demonstrating differences of opinion within the sector, a
government participant reflected on the ‘pamphlets and
plans that are in place’ for publics to use, arguing that:

“Through the debrief [with members of the
public, they] were saying ‘we didn't know
what that meant’, ‘that probably put us in
more danger’, and ‘you need to probably be
more simplified in what you're trying to mes-
sage us’. So that clearly showed that the
work that's been done out there, there's been
no analysis of is this working. There are a
few institutions, like Red Cross, have got the
REDI plans, but I've spoken to a few people,
just people I know in the community, who
wouldn't even be able to complete those
forms…If you're really vulnerable, is that
really going to help you. Are you going to say

look, where's my form so I can remember
what to do? So, they're too long, they're too
complex for some of the community” (Local
Government 2 04.2018).

Rather than appreciation for the role of inequality, capac-
ity, or opportunity, those espousing deficit-based change
via participation portray ‘the messaging’ as the central
challenge. As shown below, the self-defensiveness evident
with regard to using guilt to prompt behaviour change evi-
dences a deficit-based interpretation of participation.

“You will see a big part of community educa-
tion is that it is up to the householder: the
individual, the mother, the father. I think
that they try to put a bit of emphasis on—not
guilt, but they try to put it on—they're saying
that it's—you have to look after your wife
and kids. That helps in getting that message
across instead of just trying to force people to
clean up their house or cut their trees down
or mow their lawn, clean their gutters” (Risk
Practitioners 1& 2: 10.2018).

In this framing, improvement to community participa-
tion is, again, via messages and their delivery.

“People go out there and all they think is
fires. They don't think water is - they're not
afraid of - people aren't afraid of water. But
understanding the consequences of what
happens [when you] drive through floods or
you do need to prepare yourself not just for a
fire but flood. So, it really is a challenge for us
to get our message out there. This is where we
try and look at, what can we do? We look at
door-knocking, we look at community meet-
ings, but what's the most effective method of
messaging. Which is still a challenge for us
to work out what's actually - are people lis-
tening, what are they taking away. So, what
do we need, us as an organisation need to do
to deliver a message that's very important
and get them to understand that it is an
important message” (Risk Practitioner 3:
09.2018 emphasis added).

As a framing of participation shared by a majority of par-
ticipants, there is a classic deficit model evident, which
results in a stark juxtaposition with individuals struggling
to implement relationship building.

COOK ET AL. 7 of 16
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4.2 | Part 2: Mavericks

Going beyond the status quo are mavericks, whose drive
to affect institutional change provides an opportunity to
contrast interpretations of participation within the sector.
During the first round of interviews, the research team
recognised a key division amongst participants, namely:
there was a small group of active individuals attempting
to fundamentally alter the practices of the sector with
regard to community engagement. These individuals
were well known to participants, advocating for more
meaningful engagement, especially the need to listen to
publics and to incorporate public perceptions and values
into decision-making. During the second round of inter-
views, the research team was attuned for further discus-
sions of these individuals with the aim of better
understanding how they understand and attempt to
implement change. This group, mavericks, recognise that
they are pushing against established knowledge-practices
(i.e., the deficit model), and often communicate a
resigned determination about the scope and speed of
change:

“After 2009, when all of the traditional ways
of responding to disaster were overwhelmed
and shown not to work, the City of Whittle-
sea made a conscious decision to try to do
things differently… the bits that I don't like
are the really quite bureaucratic bits. So,
bureaucracy will - it's a conservative institu-
tion, a conservative process, they want
change to be made incrementally and slowly.
Often, really good policy or action that you
conceive will be stopped. That's profoundly
frustrating because they actually have a
really direct influence on how people carry
out a task, how well prepared, and how well
supported they are - how well resourced”
(Maverick 2: 02.2018).

Mavericks explain the challenge of changing the
knowledge-practices that dominate participation, often
with reference to a prioritisation on emergency response
and a tendency to emphasise bureaucracy coupled with
limited time and resources.

“So, I'm looking at a more flexible way of
engaging with those people in this stuff,
which is primarily through their community
groups and through the community groups
that support them when they arrive, rather
than us coming in and talking to them all the
time. So, it's that sort of stuff. It's trying to

change the model of community engagement
in emergency planning” (Maverick 5: 04.2013
emphasis added).

For a different participant, a moment of self-reflection
exposed a perspective that is common to the mavericks: a
perceived over-bureaucratisation of the risk management
sector. While this view was shared by many participants,
the mavericks were explicit in their unwillingness to
adhere to this form of micro-management.

“I enjoy community, I enjoy people, but I
don't enjoy bullshit. Sometimes I get myself
too involved in the thrust of what's happen-
ing in agencies, why can't we do that until
the I's are dotted and the T's crossed, because
there's people out there waiting” (Maverick
6: 09.2018).

As part of a discussion on who is responsible for public
participation and whether all institutions have such roles,
like the preceding citation, many of the discussions make
explicit that the mavericks are actively seeking to alter
prevailing knowledge-practices.

“Many units do, some units don't though. So,
we still have units that are a bit traditional in
their thinking: that it's all about response”
(Maverick 1: 10.2018 emphasis added).

With further questioning on the form and function of
participation, the mavericks often portray their own
efforts as unorthodox and, repeatedly, while emphasising
the dedication and professionalism of the volunteers, rec-
ognise the inhibiting effects of limited resources and a
risk aversion associated with government oversight and
accounting.

“In all of this, there's a certain level of risk
aversion that comes in because - and we've
talked about this at various state working
groups, for the - the new legislation is that
your ultimate audience, the ultimate
stakeholder for any of the things you do is
in fact the coroner. So, you can do with all
the goodwill in the world and to the best
of your ability, things that you think are
required of you. You can meet policy, you
can meet procedures, but ultimately, it's
the ‘great coroner’ who will ask: ‘was the
decision you made, reasonable?’ So, it's
the level of risk aversion” (Maverick 2:
02. 2018).

8 of 16 COOK ET AL.

 1753318x, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jfr3.12861 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/10/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



The labour that volunteers donate is, throughout all the
interviews, a source of continuous praise, which situates
efforts to implement relationship building in the context
of a workforce already stretched to capacity. For the mav-
ericks, relationship building is an improved model of par-
ticipation that would enable the institution to transition
from reliance on the deficit model and thereby help vol-
unteers improve their impacts on risk reduction. Maver-
icks present their struggles to implement change, then,
with emphasis on the need to fundamentally challenge
existing knowledge-practices:

“When we're talking about community resil-
ience, others talk about community resil-
ience, but they're not doing much about it,
other than saying, the community needs to
be better prepared for it. So, then they go
and talk to them and say, well, you need to a
fire plan, you need to do this. They [i.-
e., community members] say, well, hang on,
I don't know how to do these things. I don't
even understand risk” (Maverick 4: 05.2013).

“I think traditionally we have not, as a sec-
tor, been very good at that [i.e., relationship
building]. It's something I would like to
influence and change so that there is a time
to just inform, just to tell, this is what you
need to know. But I think there's also, we
need to create more space for much more
sophisticated engagement where we actually
work with community, we give community a
voice, we respect what community want, and
we have to give up some of our power to do
that” (Maverick 1: 10.2018 emphasis added).

With respect to the fundamental change that mavericks
are seeking, they recognise the difficulties of a transfor-
mation to power-sharing models. Importantly, as will be
argued below, the mechanisms for change evidenced by
the mavericks are, at first glance, disconcertingly one-
way and deficit-based.

“When a disaster happens, we're wanting the
community to lead that, in terms of their
recovery and how quickly they can get back
up and running because they are the com-
munity. They know each other, they know
what they want and it's not really local gov-
ernment that can tell them. So that's the way
I think it will work because what happened
in 2009 was local government were telling
them what to do and it wasn't the right thing

because we didn't know what they wanted. We
were telling them what we thought was right
and that actually caused more angst and
probably upset the community a lot more
than to have left them to lead that them-
selves. Probably, some of those issues are still
filtering down and haven't been resolved with
the community. So, it fractures that relation-
ship, I think, with local government”
(Maverick 5: 04.2013 emphasis added).

“This is like a big earthquake in the middle
of how we do things. And the way we are
moving, at least I hope, is that we are really
going to start thinking about how we are
going to do that in a different way. And
bringing the volunteers along with that, is
going to be the challenge” (Maverick 1:
06.2019 emphasis added).

This was particularly evident as the maverick went on to
explain the training offered to volunteers:

“There are online components. So, they don't
have to book into a course and spend a
whole weekend; they can start by doing the
online work. Some of that is about sowing
the seeds of changing their thinking. And
then, when we come together—there is a
face-to-face component—we're already set-
ting them up to be in the right mindset for it.
Everyone won't like it, and I know that, but,
hopefully, and I am pretty sure that we will,
is we will get a cohort that will be onboard,
and then it is about how we tell our stories.
So, there is a lot of storytelling involved”
(Maverick 1: 06.2019 emphasis added).

Collectively, the mavericks return repeatedly to the
need to extend existing emphasis on ‘messaging’ to
include active listening by those within the risk sector.
In many instances, as with the preceding citations, mav-
ericks position themselves as intermediaries able to “lis-
ten across difference” (Dreher, 2009). Their efforts fulfil
a dialogic (Freire, 1968 (1970)) aspiration to not only
provide venues for expression but to incorporate
unheard voices with the aim of actively understanding
those not normally involved in risk management. This
form of active listening, for the mavericks, provides an
opening for improved risk management because more
individuals can ‘be onboard,’ with the resulting man-
agement more attuned to the needs and values within
the community.
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4.3 | Deficit-based efforts to implement
relationship building

In light of the desire ‘to bring the volunteers along,’ ‘to
change their thinking,’ and to ‘learn to tell our stories,’
mavericks appear at first to be implementing a tradi-
tional, deficit-based form of top-down behaviour change,
with the over-arching goal of influencing how volunteers
understand participation such that they will alter their
practices. This tension is especially evident with regard to
repeated reference to ‘champions,’ who are imagined as
volunteers who become advocates who will drive wider
institutional change. Expanding on this shared perspec-
tive, a maverick from the community explained the ‘hid-
den’ identities of the individuals who make change
happen, pointing to a version of ‘champion’:

“there's a cynicism on agencies [that] dic-
tates to them [i.e., publics] what's good for
them. Not establishing what they see and
collaborating together to come up with what
would be better for the community. I think
there's a sort of a ground swell of under-
standing that there's a lot of knowledge, a lot
of information available but how do you get
to it. I've been finding that - probably the con-
nections to community aren't necessarily the
presidents or what of community groups it's
the person somewhere in the background
that's the unofficial chain of communica-
tion” (Maverick 5: 09.2018 emphasis added).

This vision of change draws on the deficit model in that
it envisages an enlightenment that results in behaviour
change in alignment with the aims of the mavericks. The
champions, following this change, are imagined to
espouse their newfound interpretation of participation,
exhibiting Rogers' (2004) diffusion of innovations model
of ‘early adopters’ as key influencers of change.

“it's about influencing in a way that brings
everybody along. So, I guess for me one of
the ways I think about working is you find
those early adopters. You find the people
that'll hop on the bus with you, and you use
them as your champions, basically”
(Maverick 1: 10.2018 emphasis added).

While initially surprising to witness this resurfacing of
the deficit model in the context of affecting change
amongst volunteers, during analyses of the interview
data, a key difference emerged that distinguishes the
mavericks' approach from prevailing forms of

participation. We argue that this difference offers
researchers interested in relationship building a potential
pathway for change: an emphasis on active listening,
space creation, and the experiential learning that may
accompany trials of new practices.

4.4 | Part 3: The role of research within
struggles to affect change

At first glance, the mavericks' strategies and tactics for
institutional and individual change appear to mirror
the deficit-based approaches that volunteers apply to
communities with regard to risk reduction behaviours
(e.g., messages, awareness raising, champions, stories).
It is important to note the small number of mavericks
(n = 7), as individuals who described intentionally
attempting to alter participation as it is practiced in
the risk sector. Given the long-standing collaboration
between the research team and the risk sector, follow-
ing recognition of this possible tension, follow-up
interviews were undertaken with mavericks with the
aim of exploring a tension between advocacy for rela-
tionship building with publics and a possible neglect
of relationship building with volunteers. Direct ques-
tions on this possibility resulted in an unsettling posi-
tion for the researchers. That is: the research was
brought into the frame and recognised for its role in
the struggle to promote institutional change by creat-
ing conditions where new practices would be trialled
and experienced.

During a follow-up interview, the paradox of advocat-
ing relationship building while attempting to identify
champions who can act as advocates was queried, asking
directly: “Isn't there an irony that you and I espouse col-
laboration, and partnership, and power-sharing.” And
then we go “you know what we need is a good message?”

‘Researcher: Do I have a normative
agenda—in the sense that I want change in a
certain direction—and I am doing the
research that will give me the data that will
allow me to make that case more strongly.
[pause] So you don't worry about that? Mav-
erick: No. But your work and my work are
different. Researcher: I know, but we are
partners on this. Maverick: “Yeah, yeah, but
the things that you think about all day are
different from the things that I think about
all day” (Maverick 1: 06.2019).’

With another maverick, the “Do you think we would be
more successful at implementing institutional change if
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we walked the talk [with volunteers]?” led to a very simi-
lar reflection.

“Umm…theoretically yes… I find the engage-
ment work really draining. It is always much
easier to talk at someone than to have a con-
versation” (Maverick 3: 10.2019 emphasis
added).

Key to understanding mavericks, is that they were
generally individuals from within the risk sector or
government with decision-making authority (i.e., Mav-
erick 1, 2, 3, and 4) or key members of the community
who were respected by the risk sector (Mavericks 5, 6,
and 7). Uniting the mavericks, though, is appreciation
for the altered space needed for institutional change to
occur:

“There doesn't seem to be the - well, I guess
almost the - they're not being trained - it's
not exactly trained - evolved, mentored or
whatever to be able to build that rapport with,
or find the link in the community. Whether
it's in an organisation or in a community of
interest, to bond with it, to get the message
through on a two-way trusted stream”
(Maverick 5: 09.2018 emphasis added).

Following recognition for the desire to alter space and
training, the researcher sought to identify the connection
between the CEDRR project and struggles to implement
change, asking one maverick: “explain to me what you
think the connection is between research and bringing
volunteers around?”

“Getting them thinking ‘if I do this, how do I
demonstrate that it has been worthwhile.
There is a lot of ways of doing this’. I see the
CEDRR methodology as quite a straight-
forward way of collecting some information.
Of guiding some conversations: so, it helps
guide. Putting that information into a data-
base and do something with it” (Maverick 1:
06.2019 emphasis added).

This position led to further discussion over the relation-
ship between the researcher and the maverick in which
experiential learning was highlighted, with the same
maverick expanding on their position:

“I guess if I was to be really brutal about it,
be honest, we don't have that expertise, we
don't have the time. You do. So, if we can

help you collect that data and share all that.
It is a win-win. It is a partnership, that's a
shared value partnership. I think that is
really important. But, also, the value that I
see in this particular project is that it means
our volunteers can go out, and it should really
just be making sense to them. Straight-for-
ward, anyone can do it” (Maverick 1: 06.2019
emphasis added).

This maverick made explicit a subtle theme evident
across the data: that the research itself was part of an
unsettling or ‘slowing down’ process (Whatmore, 2009)
in which alternative means of participation were experi-
enced by volunteers.

4.5 | Partnership and relationship
building

The role for research was expanded upon in the context
of a struggle to transition from deficit-based methods
to relationship building, with reference to rigorous
data collection as central to this process. Change was
inextricably tied to data and accounting, embodying
what Lane, Landström, & Whatmore, 2011 and Lane,
Odoni, et al., 2011 have termed an ‘accounting
calculus,’ in which quantitative data, prediction, and
cost–benefit analyses act as boundary limitations on
what is possible. Moreover, building upon recognition
that the research team had the ‘expertise’ and ‘time’ to
rigorously appraise methods of participation, research
was ‘guiding some conversations’ and thereby creating
opportunities for volunteers to experience alternate
relations with communities.

“Look there's an awful lot of models and the
one that [name redacted] presented at the
MEMP Committee, I thought was fabulous -
I really think that is so appropriate. The
death by pamphlets and the death by news-
paper articles, it isn't working anymore. I
think this personal engagement with organi-
sations that are in the area has the greatest
potential to have a positive outcome of any-
thing that I've seen so far. So, I think the per-
sonal engagement part of it is really
important, but it's time consuming and it can
be costly and that's going to be an issue. But
if this project comes up with the data that
shows that it's effective, maybe we'll be able to
get some support and funding around con-
tinuing the process like that - I think it's a
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great idea” (Local Government 4: 05.2018
emphasis added).

This emphasis on experience, data, and
time was presumed to aid in identifying
champions who might affect wider change
within the institution. The discussion went
on to explore the role of CEDRR in strug-
gles for institutional change Researcher: is
evidence-based practice what the volun-
teers want? Maverick: “oh no, I don't think
so. But I should say that the volunteers are
a broad church. And there are definitely
volunteers who do want that, and who
understand it, but not everybody. And that
is where storytelling comes in; that is how
we influence in a different way… the best
way to do that influencing is to say here is
the story, here is what we've done, this is
why we did it, this is the information we
got, here is the analysis” (Maverick 1:
06.2019).

This response led the researcher to a pointed follow-up
question: “stories, anecdotes, champions. The ideals that,
I think, we share in terms of our views with communi-
ties. We don't seem to walk the talk in terms of change
within the institution. It is contradictory with what we
advocate?”

Maverick: “I agree… It takes a lot of time—
with only so many hours in a day—that
would be great, but it is too far down my list”
(Maverick 1: 10.2019).

In these interviews, in which the struggle for institu-
tional change is laid bare, the research was viewed as
safely unsettling existing practices and providing volun-
teers with an alternate experience because it was sepa-
rate from institutional governance and outside the
boundaries that determine what is and is not permissi-
ble. In the context of struggles over institutional change,
the ‘doing’ of participation created opportunities for
experiences that supplemented, contradicted, and added
to prevailing methods founded on the deficit model. The
mavericks, whether intentionally or not, enrolled
researchers who have the time and are free to imple-
ment relationship building, with the hope that the vol-
unteers who participate will experience an alternative
and become more supportive of the wider struggle to
implement institutional change.

5 | DISCUSSION: MAKING SPACE
FOR CHANGE

Participation is increasingly conceptualised as relational,
involving both human and non-human actants (McEwen
et al., 2020; Pelling et al., 2008) in space, over time. In the
case of discussions concerning the CEDRR methodology,
the doorstep is the modified locale brought into existence
through the relations made possible by the research. Aris-
ing from the findings, and with reference to the research
team's motivation to trial-and-alter prevailing practices,
the interviews with mavericks offer those attempting to
unsettle prevailing practices insights into the role that
research—and the act of data collection—can play in the
creation of spaces that unsettle existing power-relations.
Cornwall (2002a, 2002b, 2016) and Cornwall and Coelho
(2007) argue that those seeking democratisation via rela-
tionship building recognise the ‘spillover effects’ (Nash
et al., 2017) that are essential for widespread change:

“the introduction of new political practices,
new spaces for the articulation of concerns
and interests, and new opportunities for
political apprenticeships can begin a process
of change that may have broader ripple
effects” (Cornwall & Coelho, 2007, p. 22).

Our findings suggest techniques for expanding consider-
ation of relationship building for disaster risk reduction;
echoing the citation above: CEDRR introduces new polit-
ical practices (i.e., public-centred engagements by risk
sector volunteers) that alter spaces for the articulation of
community concerns (i.e., doorsteps) that result in new
opportunities for political apprenticeships (i.e., volunteers
experiencing unorthodox relations), which may begin
processes of societal change (i.e., prompt household
actions, alter public perceptions of the risk sector; alter
risk sector's perceptions of publics; demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of relationship building as a method). Impor-
tantly, however, prevailing doorstep interactions also
represent an intrusion of the state into private spaces
(Ferguson, 2018), which can be oriented towards public
empowerment or towards an expansion of state power.
As Cornwall (2002a, p. 3) explains:

“The temporary spaces opened up by the use
of participatory methodologies, for example,
may serve to produce new forms of surveil-
lance and control or lend moral authenticity
to the prescriptions of the powerful, as well
as to create spaces for unheard voices or
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spark collective action to claim
entitlements.”

For context, like countless institutions and government
institutions around the globe (Berry et al., 2019;
Cornwall & Coelho, 2007; Davies, 2008), the emergency
services in Australia commonly undertake door-knocking
interactions with the aim of raising awareness and, often
implicitly, prompting targeted behaviour change. These
interactions tend to be geographically focused (e.g., in
flood-prone areas) and involve an agency pre-
determining a message to be delivered. Consultants,
hired canvassers, or volunteers then initiate interactions
on the doorsteps of households, delivering information
with negligible opportunities for feedback, discussion,
contestation, or dialogue. These interactions are highly
political and subject to unequal power-relations
(Cornwall, 2016).

Unlike deficit-based models of engagement, the find-
ings suggest that it is the research and data collection—
rather than a commitment to power-sharing with
publics—that creates space for the altered practices that
mavericks are seeking. This supports the mavericks'
emphasis on research providing volunteers with experi-
ences that challenge their knowledge-practices. Through
a combination of altered relations and data collection
founded on the needs of the research, the doorstep is
altered in ways that reorient, rebalance, and reconfigure
participation—not perfectly sharing power but creating
time and space for an unsettling experience. Being part of
a research project, in this case, is the reason that the vol-
unteers are willing to undertake altered relations
(i.e., compared to findings in Part 1). As expressed by
mavericks (i.e., Part 3 of the findings) with regard to ‘get-
ting out and doing it’ and ‘guiding conversations,’ the
research provides both a permission structure for altered
relations and, as a result, experience with relationship
building coupled with empirical accounting of impacts.

Within the literature, participation is recognised for
its problematic utilisation by state and powerful actors
(Cook et al., 2013; Cornwall, 2002a, 2002b). The discourse
shows cases in which struggles fail to empower local
populations, replicating superficial consultation and
sometimes providing cover for a reintroduction of exist-
ing power-relations. The promise of participation, for
many, has succumbed to recognition that participation is
often in service of state interests and used to soften the
edges of state power. Our case demonstrates how
research, and the act of data collection, can help to tem-
porally unsettle prevailing practices and reconfigure
space such that experiential learning can occur. We argue
that it is the structure of data collection and the associ-
ated need to listen to publics in order to record data that,

in this case, differentiates our findings relative to those in
which ‘new spaces’ are often retaken by historically pow-
erful actors.

6 | CONCLUSION

Our findings demonstrate that many of the research par-
ticipants working in the risk sector view participation as
a way of prompting publics to change, with the over-
arching aim of creating communities who adhere to what
practitioners think publics should do. In the context of
the societal challenges needed to respond to risk, this per-
sistence of top-down knowledge-practice represents a
fundamental barrier to the transformations needed to
reshape social contracts and power (O'Brien et al., 2009;
Thaler et al., 2019). Relative to this deficit-based form of
participation, mavericks are struggling to change how
practitioners and institutions think about publics and
attempt to influence their behaviours. Despite the maver-
icks' efforts to implement relationship building, they
were shown to sometimes slip into deficit-based methods
and top-down control as they struggled to overcome pre-
vailing, deficit-based knowledge-practices.

During follow-up engagements with mavericks to
explore this tension, the research team realised that it
had, itself, become part of the struggle to affect institu-
tional change. Using follow-up interviews with maver-
icks, we broadened consideration to include the role of
research in efforts to implement relationship building
and institutional change. We note our own roles in pro-
viding mavericks with data on which some of their efforts
to implement change are founded. Given this context, in
the discussion, we reflected on how the research process
reconfigures space and opportunities for experiential learn-
ing, which mavericks contend is essential for both indi-
vidual and institutional change (Bos et al., 2013). This
reflective assessment of the research team's vested posi-
tion confirms Kelman's (2005, p. 142) assertion that
“disaster researchers are not necessarily pure observers
for their work. The act of researching disasters could
change the situation and data.” Extending Kelman's
argument, we demonstrate that, rather than passive sub-
jects, mavericks utilised this research as part of their
struggles, and that research holds a privileged position
because of its ability to alter spaces of participation, the
practices of participation, and opportunities for experien-
tial learning.

Mavericks are driving long-term struggles for institu-
tional change, aware that they will encounter continuous
resistance, successes, and failures. Their struggles are
undoubtedly invaluable and under-appreciated within
debates regarding how the risk sector does or does not
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change, and we suspect that our case is relevant to cases
beyond flood management and DRR. Critically, the mav-
ericks exhibit a commitment to practices and experiential
learning, which aligns with behavioural literature and
practice theory (Hargreaves, 2011; Kuhlicke et al., 2020;
Shove, 2010). With regard to ‘how change happens?,’
then, there appears to be a pragmatic commitment to the
practices of participation as learning opportunities in
which prevailing, deficit-based interactions are re-placed.
In this case, the ‘doorstep’ emerges as a critical space in
the context of interactions (Ferguson, 2018). Drawing on
the mavericks' descriptions of the research process and
value, we demonstrate that the research reconfigures the
doorsteps where participation happens, altering how par-
ticipation is experienced by both volunteers and house-
holds. Thaler et al. (2019, p. 1080) have argued that
“deliberate transformation should prioritise ways to
increase community participation beyond consultation
and information-sharing towards co-creation of solu-
tions” with our research exposing the preconfiguring
labour undertaken by mavericks to create the conditions
where such participation becomes possible.

At present, DRR struggles to contribute to institu-
tional or sectoral change (Eriksen et al., 2010;
Fordham, 1998), with the discourse suggestive of ‘policy
windows’ that arise as a result of events, but with that
assumption largely unfounded (Clarke, 1999). The recent
NSW flood inquiry makes explicit that deficit-based com-
munications remain standard practice and that the strug-
gles of mavericks who inform this analysis represent a
valuable and original contribution to understanding how
change does and does not occur. The inquiry report lays
out the situation in NSW prior to the flood disasters,
which is disconcertingly similar to accounts offered by
the Victorian participants in this research:

‘In the Hawkesbury-Nepean, a prepared-
ness campaign targeting residents was
jointly delivered by Infrastructure NSW,
Resilience NSW and SES. The campaign,
which ran from October to December 2021,
encouraged community members to recog-
nise the early signs of potential flooding and
have a plan in place to respond. The cam-
paign was delivered through social media
and in print advertising, and recently won
the national Emergency Media and Public
Affairs award for ‘Excellence in Readiness &
Resilience’, with the outcomes of the cam-
paign informing future campaigns in the
Northern Rivers and Central Coast’
(Infrastructure NSW, 2022).

‘Despite the award, it is not clear to the
Inquiry that the SES understood its audience,
or the need to tailor its engagement activities
to a diverse community to ensure its messag-
ing achieved maximum reach. A recent sur-
vey by Infrastructure NSW of Hawkesbury-
Nepean Valley residents found that only 18%
even knew they lived in a high-risk flood
area, and that about 80% had done nothing
to prepare for floods … The Inquiry points
out that community engagement is not a tick
in the box activity, but a foundation for sav-
ing lives’ (O'Kane & Fuller, 2022, p. 179).

The challenge arising from this conclusion is that the
inquiry has not heard risk sector mavericks, whose con-
tributions to this research emphasise the need to transi-
tion from the presumption that a better message would
have averted disaster to one that advocates the replace-
ment of messaging with relationship building. Little
research has explored the everyday struggles for change
undertaken within institutions during non-event periods
by mavericks, nor the ways that research and researchers
themselves may be drawn into those struggles. Many
have argued for altered relations between experts and
publics, but the associated impacts on space and the role
of research in structuring relations remains under-
explored. Our engagements with practitioners-mavericks,
especially after the research team realised its position as
providing volunteers with opportunities to experience
relationship building, offers a unique vantage of struggles
to affect transformational change in the context of disas-
ter and flood risk reduction.
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