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This paper develops critical understandings of the theoretical and practical impli-
cations of local tourism policy networks on collaborative planning. Application of 
the network concept in tourism has increased in recent years but has largely been 
focused on the competitive advantages of network organisation for small and medium 
size tourism enterprises. Critical discussion and development of the theoretical and 
operational dimensions of networks as a management approach beyond economic 
development has been limited. It is argued that network theory provides a useful 
lens for understanding the structures and social interrelations between govern-
ment, tourism producers and civil society and, as such, has the potential to inform 
collaborative destination management policy and practice. This paper examines the 
contributions that networks can make in understanding collaborative planning, and 
how this knowledge may be able to improve collaborative planning practice.
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Introduction
Critical discussions of sustainable development argue that it is a cultural 

construct, which is framed, debated and given meaning within the peculiarities 
of place and time (Jepson, 2001). Despite this ambiguity, sustainable develop-
ment has become an underpinning tenet for tourism planning and management 
in many cultures and institutional contexts. Attempts to move the cultural con-
struction of sustainable development from rhetoric to implementation have 
increasingly called for justice, equity and democracy to be given particular 
attention in planning and policymaking exercises (Campbell, 1996). That is, 
through just, equitable and democratic planning and policy, which embrace 
notions of inclusively, participation and collaboration, it is possible to move 
closer to the ideal of sustainable development.

It is within the context that, in tourism planning and policymaking literature, 
there has been increasing attention given to communication and collaboration. 
Drawing from these theoretical developments, community tourism planning and 
policymaking is increasingly characterised by dynamic multi-actor interactions, 
complex power differentials and uneven resource and information exchange 
between actors and agencies (e.g. Bramwell, 2004; Hall & Jenkins, 1995; Selin & 
Beason, 1991; Truly Sautter & leisen, 1999). With respect to tourism planning, 
two overlapping areas of theoretical writings have emerged as a result of these 
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roader trends in social science literature. First, there is a body of theory that 
examines the sociopolitical context of tourism planning, looking at particular 
aspects such as power, difference, conflict, influence, knowledge, diverging 
problem identification and labelling (e.g. Jamal et al., 2002; reed, 1997). The 
second broad body of literature is concerned with the critical analysis of collabo-
rative planning practices that seek to channel conflict, emanating from diverse 
interests, into consensual processes of solution building. Discussions of these 
practices usually acknowledge that inclusion and exclusion take place and that 
power differentials play a part in who participates, how engagement takes place 
and what issues are identified and moved forward. This literature acknowledges 
that equitable democratic participation is problematic, and distortions in com-
munication can affect the extent to which consensus building is democratic and 
participatory (e.g. Bramwell & lane, 2000; Bramwell & Sharman, 1999; Jamal & 
Getz, 1995, 1999).

In the collaborative planning literature, planning processes are often concep-
tualised as unproblematic, uni-dimensional, consecutively staged processes. 
In reality, however, the planning process is frequently characterised by conflict 
and messy decisionmaking. Powerful groups can form coalitions to dominate 
the process (Bramwell, 2004). The labelling and categorisation of problems can 
obscure real issues and serve to divert attention from essential issues (Jamal 
et al., 2002). Political decisions can be made before data collection is complete, 
and participants are often faced with the task of legitimising these decisions (e.g. 
Dredge, 2003). The planning or policy product, while well articulated, justified 
and defensible, can remain a desktop exercise with little or no implementation 
and can remain contested within the community despite ‘adoption’ by local 
agencies.

In this politicised context of tourism planning and policymaking processes, 
a fundamental tenet of this paper is that procedural models of collaborative 
tourism planning alone do not provide adequate guidance for tourism planning 
and policy development. In addition to the idealistic contribution of normative 
models, tourism planners also need skills in understanding, anticipating and 
responding reflectively to complex policy problems, in understanding and 
mediating differences of opinion and values and in fostering policy innovation 
and entrepreneurialism (see Forester, 1993, 1999 for a discussion in relation to 
planning more generally). Jamal et al. (2002: 175) also argue that planners require 
skills in dialogic interaction and be especially sensitive to the ‘philosophical and 
methodological assumptions that inform their work’. This approach, known as 
critical pragmatism, needs to be ‘pragmatic enough to relate to planners’ real 
problems of getting something done, and ‘critical enough to worry about the 
quality of what in the world gets done and, of course, for whom it gets done’ 
(Forester, 1999: 176, original emphasis). In other words, in addition to the sub-
stantive aspects of their work, planners also have to be sensitive to the political 
nature of their job and pay special attention to the purpose of the planning 
process. They need to pay careful attention to formal plan and policymaking 
procedures, and also to the way in which organisational structures and social 
interrelations might impact upon the substantive issues contained within the 
plan or policy. Deep understandings of the messiness and complexity of the 
tourism planning process, the effects of power differentials and interest struc-
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tures that operate over time and across space are critical for the development of 
the social and intellectual capital of the destination.

On this basis, there is a need to develop tools and methods that enhance 
understandings of complex government–business–civil society relations, the 
political nature of planning and policymaking and the inequities existing within 
such practices. Understanding and managing these dimensions can empower 
tourism planners as active, entrepreneurial policy agents. The paper posits 
that network theory can be used as a lens to understand these social interrela-
tions through which council–business–civil society relationships can be better 
managed. In other words, network theory adds an explanatory dimension to 
normative planning and policymaking processes. The contributions of network 
theory need to be further explored if we are to address the criticisms of collabo-
rative planning theory as being somewhat idealistic and naive to the political 
context in which planning and policymaking takes place (e.g. Flyvbjerg, 1998; 
Healey, 1997).

This paper focuses on two main objectives:

(1) To identify the potential contributions of network theory to collaborative 
tourism planning theory through a critical evaluation of the strengths and 
weaknesses of both streams of literature.

(2) To examine how network theory might improve collaborative tourism 
planning in practice.

In addressing these objectives, the paper examines a tourism planning case 
study in redland Shire, Queensland, Australia. While this exercise sought to be 
collaborative, the rich and varied social relations between networks operating 
at different scales across the local government area contributed to a final plan 
that has not been fully legitimised by Council (the commissioning agency) or 
the numerous other agencies and individuals involved. Contrary to some of the 
collaborative tourism planning literature, the case study is not presented as an 
exemplary collaborative planning exercise. Instead, it is useful because it illus-
trates the way in which networks operate in and around collaborative tourism 
planning processes to empower some issues and agents and disempower others. 
In this way, networks are important for the development of collaborative planning 
processes that acknowledge power differentials, conflict and difference.

The paper is divided into four main parts. The first part explores network 
theory, identifying the potential strengths and weaknesses of this body of 
theory. The second part explores the value of network theory to collaborative 
planning theory and practice. The third part presents the case study before the 
final part provides a reflective discussion on how network theory might be used 
to improve collaborative planning theory and practice.

Origin and Relevance of Network Theory
This part of the paper explores the origins of policy network theory and 

how it might be relevant to the theory and practice of tourism planning and 
policymaking. In its broadest interpretation, network theory is concerned with 
relationships between government, business and civil society and how these 
relationships shape issue identification, communication, resource sharing and 
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collective action (marsh, 1998a). It finds its modern origins in the ‘whirlpools 
of interest’ that attracted the attention of sociologists working in economic 
and political spheres in the 1930s (see e.g. Parsons, 1995), and was, no doubt, 
influenced by the dominance of systems theory at that time. Among other con-
tributions, systems theory stimulated interest in how systems and sub-systems 
of social relations operating horizontally and vertically, within and across policy 
domains, influence policymaking. Over the last decades, the concept of policy 
networks has become a powerful metaphor that reflects the richness of interest 
structures, the contestation of agendas, issues, values and approaches, the 
uneven character of organisation and the reflexivity of business–government 
relationships (Atkinson & Coleman, 1992: 155).

Under the influence of these broad developments in the social sciences, it 
was not until the 1970s that the concept entered into policy analysis literature, 
with both American and British researchers claiming formative development 
(for a full discussion of British and American antecedents see marsh, 1998a; 
rhodes, 1997; richardson, 2000). This point of argument aside, the origin of the 
network concept has widely been attributed to Heclo’s (1978) ‘iron triangle’. 
In this development, and influenced by the particular political context of the 
United States, the notion of ‘sub-government’ was used to denote the close rela-
tionships between interest groups, congressional committees and government 
agencies (Howlett & ramesh, 1995). ‘Iron triangle’ was the metaphor used to 
denote the tight control these three groups had over policymaking, which effec-
tively minimised the influence of outsiders (Burstein, 1991). later, Heclo (1978) 
developed ‘issue networks’ in response to the observation that iron triangles 
were not all-powerful and that their influence on policymaking varied (Howlett 
& ramesh, 1995). Issue networks were intended to reflect a more open and less 
organised set of relations between policy actors, where levels of participation 
and interest changed over time and across different policy issues (Burstein,1991). 
later, Sabatier (1987, 1988; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993) developed the 
advocacy coalition framework. This framework was based on the idea that 
policy actors form alliances around a common set of core beliefs and goals, often 
as a result of their knowledge of a policy problem and similar worldviews. These 
coalitions of actors seek to achieve common goals by competing against other 
advocacy coalitions to manipulate policy formulation over time. In Sabatier’s 
conception, these coalitions were relatively stable over time, held together by 
common, ongoing interests. However, their success is dependent upon a range of 
internal factors (e.g. resources, expertise, leadership and authority) and external 
factors (e.g. problem persistence, public opinion and economic conditions).

In the tourism literature, over the last five years there has been a small but 
steady increase in the use of network theory for understanding certain aspects 
of destination development and management. While applications have varied 
widely, and it is perhaps too early to draw conclusive insights, two main streams 
of research have emerged. Firstly, there is a growing body of research that 
examines the strategic network organisation of firms, and how the nature of 
social transactions and resource exchange influence product innovation, com-
plementarities and economic efficiencies (e.g. Braun, 2002; Dale, 2003; Halme & 
Fadeeva, 2000; Pavlovich, 2001a; Tinsley & lynch, 2001; Tremblay, 1998). This 
body of literature is derived from interorganisational literature and is highly 
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focused on the structure and relational capacity of networks to produce com-
mercial complementarity, synergy and profitability.

The second stream of research is devoted to investigating the networked 
nature of public–private interest structures and the influence of these networks 
on tourism policymaking and implementation (e.g. Dredge, 2003; Pforr, 2002; 
Tyler & Dinan, 2001). This stream is less well developed with two main reasons 
proposed. Firstly, theoretical development of policy networks draws from policy 
analysis literature in which North American and British contributions have 
spent more time debating theoretical definitions and concepts instead of appli-
cation and theory building (see e.g. Howlett & ramesh, 1995; rhodes, 1997, for 
a detailed explanation of these debates). Applications of network theory have 
tended to examine networks operating at higher levels of government (e.g. 
between central and local governments in the UK or between national govern-
ment and business interests in the US) with few case studies that examine local 
networks. Secondly, in the current research climate, dominated by neo-liberal 
economic management ideals, research focused around business partnerships 
and networks motivated by profitability, competitiveness and economic efficien-
cies is a ‘sexier’ theme of investigation, and thus, has attracted greater research 
interest.

These two streams of network research, inter-organisational business 
networks and public–private policy networks, are not unrelated. Innovative, 
catalytic producer networks require policy and regulatory environments that 
are flexible and capable of timely response. The nature of linkages between gov-
ernment and industry is important in ensuring timely and well-targeted policy 
responses (Commonwealth Department of Industry, 2003: 87). However, this 
paper argues that, in both streams of research, relationships between business, 
government and civil society in shaping network structures and relations have 
not received adequate attention. moreover, the implications of networks for 
tourism planning and the development of destination management capabilities 
(e.g. innovation and policy entrepreneurialism), have not received the attention 
they deserve. Partial support for this position comes from Hall (1999) who, in a 
discussion of partnerships and collaboration, argues for more focused attention 
on the role of the state and raises issue with the way in which current part-
nership approaches deliver more so on narrow sectoral interests and less so on 
broader public interests (p. 285). Bringing the state and civil society into focus, 
and specifically the role of the state in promoting and protecting certain public 
interests, can help focus attention on the inclusionary and exclusionary effects of 
policymaking and how democracy is interpreted and given meaning.

Greater attention upon the role of the state and its relationships with producer 
groups and civil society is needed in order to balance the current market-driven 
focus of networks and to ensure that networks also deliver on community 
wellbeing in its broadest, not just economic, sense. Yet network theory is still 
underdeveloped. most existing tourism network research argues that networks 
offer a useful analytical tool for understanding the structural characteristics and 
social interrelations that shape destination planning and management (Dredge, 
2003; Pavlovich, 2001b; Tyler & Dinan, 2001). However, caution is still needed. 
most of the literature uses networks to describe and explain policy outcomes 
in retrospect. There is a need to develop network theory as a lens for under-
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standing the social interrelations of policymaking and to harness management 
opportunities that come from these in-depth, reflective understandings.

However, one should not blindly adopt networks without understanding 
the strengths and weakness associated with this emergent theory. Some claim 
that networks are not a panacea for explaining destination planning and policy-
making, and well-founded criticisms are emerging in the wider body of policy 
analysis and organisational studies (e.g. Borzel, 1998; Klijn, 1996; marsh, 1998b; 
Peters, 1998). For tourism studies, it is now time to critically assess the emergent 
literature and to establish a research agenda that assists in developing a corpus 
of knowledge about tourism policy networks that can be used to bring balanced 
understandings of state–business–civil society relationships, and to focus the 
state’s role in managing and improving planning and policy outcomes. This 
knowledge should be focused not just on describing and explaining policy 
shifts in retrospect, but should develop reflexive understandings about different 
network configurations and characteristics. This reflexive knowledge can be used 
to better manage tourism networks and improve planning and policy outcomes 
beyond what would be expected if networks were left to their own evolution. 
This agenda should address both theoretical and empirical dimensions of 
networks and avoid fragmentation (a danger in the case study approach) and 
poor theoretical development; criticisms that have been applied to the broader 
body of tourism policy studies (e.g. Hall & Jenkins, 1995).

Contributions and criticisms of networks
Within the broader literature on policy networks two main criticisms are 

emerging. It is timely to reflect on whether these criticisms are applicable to 
tourism, and what they mean for the tourism policy research agenda. Firstly, 
networks have been criticised because they are difficult to define operationally. 
Networks transcend private–public sector boundaries and extend vertically and 
horizontally within and across policy domains. Network boundaries can be open 
or closed, operate across diverse spaces and over time. Applied network research 
is, therefore, made more difficult because networks are difficult to define in an 
operational sense. This in turn is further exacerbated by a lack of agreement over 
terminology (e.g. see Howlett & ramesh, 1995; marsh, 1998b). The prevailing 
view, held by British researchers, is to differentiate between the broader issue 
network comprising all actors and agencies with an interest in a policy domain 
and a tighter, more connected policy community made up of active individuals 
and agencies (see Figure 1). marsh and rhodes (1992) argue that issue networks 
and policy communities exist on a continuum; that issue networks are loose con-
figurations of actors with a broad interest (formalised or not) in a policy problem 
and policy communities have a tighter structure, closer relationships and defined 
membership. In this view, policy networks are treated as a generic term denoting 
sets of social relations.

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between policy network and policy com-
munities. This figure illustrates the dynamic movement of individuals and 
agencies in and out of active participation and the relationship to other related 
and overlapping networks. In relation to tourism destinations, overlapping 
networks might include chambers of commerce, community and environmental 
groups. Depending upon current issues in the local network, a regional network 
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(e.g. rTO) might remain in the interested policy network but will move into the 
active community if a particular issue activates their concern.

Networks exist at macro levels, meso levels and micro levels. They overlap and 
interlock. They operate independently and interdependently. The intensity of 
network interrelations change according to a variety of factors such as the spatial 
scale the network traverses, the nature of the issues, the political salience of the 
issue and so on. So, policy networks exist from loose to very tight configurations 
over different scales; they can be complementary, conflictual, independent or inter-
dependent. Socio-historical foundations condition networks to the point that it is 
impossible to define networks without reference to their context. For this reason, 
network definition is dependent upon empirical application and context. As will be 
discussed later, for those seeking to develop overarching definitions and normative 
theories of networks, this fluidity and contextualisation is of concern (e.g. Dowding, 
1995). For others, the fact that networks emerge out of the investigation and are not 
artificially bounded is a compelling advantage (e.g. marsh, 1998b).

Secondly, it has been argued that network theory is a useful heuristic tool that 
serves as an organising framework for understanding policymaking; however 
theoretical development is weak (Borzel, 1998; Klijn et al., 1995). Dowding (1995) 
argues that the characteristics of the components of the network (e.g. member-
ship, rules of conduct, relational ties) become the agents of explanation and not 
the network characteristics themselves (e.g. open networks, closed networks). In 
his view, researchers must continue to rely on explanations drawn from diverse 
literature on, for example, power, leadership and the policy cycle, leading to 
the conclusion that networks, as a theoretical explanation, fail. Klijn (1996) and 

Figure 1 Issue networks and policy communities
Adapted from Pal (1997)
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others acknowledge the lack of theoretical development characterising networks, 
but argue that networks are not a theoretical dead end. more work is needed. 
Greater understandings of the potential theoretical and practical contributions 
of networks can be gained from considering how network theory intersects with 
the increasingly important planning ideal of collaborative planning.

Collaborative Planning, Networks and Tourism
Collaborative planning is an ideal that has been derived most particularly from 

interpreting the works of German philosopher Jërgen Habermas (1984, 1987). It 
is not the aim of this paper to interrogate the philosophical origins of collabora-
tive planning, (see e.g. Flyvbjery, 1998); however, it is important to acknowledge 
the powerful ideas contained within Habermas’s notion of ‘communicative 
action’ (1984). Communicative action is based on the idea that, unconstrained, 
discourses between actors can produce consensus that is built up through 
shared understanding and tradeoffs made on the basis of greater understanding 
of alternative points of view. Fischer and Forester (1993) were first to translate 
this communicative turn into planning and policy, reiterating the value of argu-
mentation, dialogue and collaboration in finding solutions for complex planning 
problems. Planners, especially those working within bureaucratic frameworks 
and feeling frustrated by the inadequacies of traditional bureaucratic planning 
and policymaking, were quick to adopt the collaborative approach. moreover, 
collaborative planning sat well within the increasing adoption of neo-liberal 
public management philosophies where governments were increasingly down-
sizing, outsourcing and offsetting their responsibilities.

These interpretations of collaborative planning have been criticised as in-
adequate in their understandings of how power is constituted and mediated within 
an inherently political world. Flyvberg (1998) suggests that collaborative planning 
has been simplified and that an idealised version of democracy underpins com-
municative action and that collaborative planning does not always achieve just, 
equitable and democratic planning outcomes. Flyvbjerg bases his position on the 
works of michel Foucault. Foucault sees the world as being inherently political 
and Habermas’s work as inadequate in its understandings of the way that power 
is constituted in society (Foucault, 1980). Foucault holds no idealised vision of 
democracy as a rational process of negotiation and compromise. Actors can be 
included or excluded, speech is never completely open or free of influence, and 
people don’t always act for the rational good. In essence, communicative action 
is an ideal that doesn’t reflect everyday politics (ryan, 1992, in Flyvbjerg, 1998). 
Flyvbjerg (1998) argues that a healthy civil society is one that allows conflict, 
encourages freedom of speech and the questioning of government actions and 
public policy processes. In these circumstances, contestation can lead to creativity, 
policy entrepreneurialism, innovation and learning.

Within the tourism planning literature, collaborative planning and partnership 
building has received increasing attention. Bill Bramwell and his collabora-
tors (e.g. Bramwell, 2004; Bramwell & lane, 2000; Bramwell & Sharman, 1999; 
medieros de Araujo & Bramwell, 2002) and Jamal and Getz (1995, 1999) are 
among those influenced by this turn in planning theory. These authors highlight 
the importance of involving diverse stakeholders in participatory processes 
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of consensus-building and partnership formation (Bramwell & lane, 2000: 1) 
and acknowledge the benefits of collaborative planning, especially in terms 
of promoting collective learning, capacity-building, discussion, and mutual 
learning. They see adversarial conflict as ‘wasteful’ (Bramwell & Sharman, 
1999: 392) but point to the potential advantages of conflict where it raises public 
awareness and understanding (lovelock, 2002).

This presence of difference, tension and conflict in tourism planning and 
policymaking has given rise to a genus of tourism planning and policy research 
that critically explores processes of collaboration and partnership building. 
Past research on collaborative planning and partnership building suggests that 
power differentials play a significant role in shaping the collaborative process, 
and the extent of ownership over the solutions that emerge. Underpinning this 
observation are questions about the role of power and conflict, and whether 
or not just, equitable and democratic outcomes are actually achieved in some 
collaborative planning exercises. On this basis, further research into the way 
power is manifested and conflict is managed in collaborative planning is useful 
(Bramwell, 2004; lovelock, 2002).

Booher and Innes (2002) idealise networks as an extension of their conception 
of collaborative planning, arguing that networks of power can emerge from the 
authentic consensus-building dialogue of collaborative planning. The following 
case study suggests that Booher and Innes (2002) present an idealised version of 
communicative action and that the reverse can also be true. That is, networks of 
power can also emerge from a breakdown in communication and contestations 
between networks can also produce a range of positive outcomes including 
greater tolerance of difference, innovation and learning.

This paper raises concern over uncritical adoption of collaborative and com-
municative planning ideals and the usurping of networks as a collaborative tool 
within the mantra. mcGuirk (2000) and Flyvbjerg (1998) argue that communica-
tive action fails to recognise that diversity and difference exist and cannot be 
negotiated away. Policy actors will only negotiate on those issues upon which 
they think consensus can be reached, so agreed solutions are relatively superfi-
cial and relationships between government and civil society can be weakened 
as a result. Flyvbjerg (1998: 210) makes the case that ‘we need to deal with the 
problems of exclusion, difference, diversity and the politics of identity’ as a way 
of empowering and strengthening a democratic civil society. Bramwell high-
lights concerns that collaborative planning ideals can also be exclusionary and 
undemocratic, and that an important arena for future tourism research is to 
evaluate how specific approaches to tourism planning affect the final distribu-
tion of tourism costs and benefits (Bramwell, 2004: 551).

From these critical questions of the role of consensus and conflict in planning 
and policy, networks have started to emerge as an alternative lens that injects a 
sort of ‘reality’ into communicative action (e.g. mcGuirk, 2000). Collaborative, 
consensual planning takes place when policy communities, made up of actors 
with temporarily similar worldviews and commitment to common goals, find a 
common platform or purpose for negotiation and compromise. However, ‘col-
laborative’ planning only takes place on those issues on which actors are willing 
to negotiate and compromise. Boundaries of tension, conflict and instability can 
exist between policy communities that are not willing or unable to negotiate, 
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giving rise to spaces of policy inclusion and exclusion, and windows of col-
laboration and non-collaboration. Given the fluidity and reflective nature of 
planning discourses, these relationships are dynamic. Herein lies an important 
contribution of network theory to collaborative planning. Better understandings 
of the way in which networks interrelate to influence the planning process can 
lead to better process design, increased quality of collaboration, learning and 
innovation. Figure 2 summarises these relationships.

The following case study explores how interrelations between policy com-
munities influence tourism planning process. Comments are also made about 
some of the underlying assumptions on which collaborative planning is built, 
including inclusivity, democracy and consensus. The goal is not to debase com-
municative action approaches, but to make more critical and reflective comment 
about the values on which this paradigm rests and to offer an improved under-
standing of communicative action for researchers interested in understanding 
the dynamics of destination planning, policymaking and management. In par-
ticular, collaborative planning is silent on matters of inclusion and exclusion 
and the effects of conflict and diversity. Based on this discussion, a Foucauldian 
inspired interpretation planning and policymaking is adopted in this paper, 
which emphasises the way in which power and meaning are constituted in the 
political discourses of tourism policymaking. In this view, power exists in the 
individual. The ceding of power, totally or partially, allows political power to 
be established and power differentials to emerge (Foucault, 1976: 19). In the 
network view, constellations of power within tourism policymaking give rise to 
boundaries of difference, conflict and instability. The discourses between these 
constellations of interests are not necessarily wasteful but can also be sites of 
learning, creativity and innovation.

‘Collaborative’
planning sub-network
on selected issues

‘Collaborative’ planning
sub-network on selected

issues

Boundaries of difference, possible
tension and conflict

Sites of possible learning, creativity and
innovation

Other issues not open to
negotiation

Policy spaces
of inclusion

Policy space of exclusion

Actors and agencies not in
active participation

Institutional space within
which tourism planning
and management occurs

Figure 2 Issue networks and collaborative policy spaces
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Case Study

Research approach
Based on the above discussion of network theory and collaborative planning 

theory, this case study examines the way in which network interrelations 
influence tourism planning processes. It differs from other network research 
that focuses on the characteristics of the networks and the influence of particu-
lar networks on collaborative planning processes. In other words, the research 
approach here recognises that multiple networks exist and that relationships 
between these networks have a significant effect upon the extent to which col-
laboration takes place, and how concepts such as democracy, justice and equity 
are given meaning in the planning process. Accordingly, this study focuses on 
the influence of relational ties between networks upon collaborative planning. 
The case study is used to explore in practice whether or not the factors discussed 
above and depicted in Figure 2 exist and to what extent they might influence the 
planning process. These factors include:

issue networks and policy communities – the characteristics of issue networks 
and policy communities (e.g. extent of overlap in issues and goals, overlaps 
in membership, perceived legitimacy);
institutional space – the extent to which the planning process is seen to occur 
within a legitimate institutional space and the congruency between interpre-
tations of this institutional space by different networks;
inclusion and exclusion – the influence of networks on creating and main-
taining policy spaces of inclusion and/or exclusion;
collaboration and non-collaboration – the influence of networks on spaces of 
collaboration and non-collaboration; and
boundaries of difference – the nature of boundaries of difference, and 
whether these are sites of conflict and tension or sites of learning, innovation 
and creativity.

The research was conducted over a 12 month period from January 2003 
when redland Shire Council was involved in the preparation of a number of 
interrelated planning studies. At the time the Council was preparing a new 
planning scheme, a visioning study for Stradbroke Island and a Sustainable 
Tourism Strategy for the Shire. These simultaneous planning processes stimu-
lated widespread community interest and served to galvanise certain interest 
groups across the Shire. However, interest groups worked within the different 
planning spheres associated with different planning studies being undertaken. 
Overlap on issues was apparent to the researchers yet the interest groups tended 
not to become involved across the imagined boundaries created by the different 
planning studies. It was this observation that attracted the researchers to 
undertake this particular case study. multiple sources of data were used to build 
a rich contextualised history of the destination, key individuals and agencies. 
Primary data sources included semi-structured interviews with Council officers 
and local tourism organisation representatives. The researcher also attended 
community meetings and organised workshops as a participant observer, from 
which detailed notes were made. Informal networking with tourism operators 
and community representatives was also undertaken during these meetings and 

•

•

•

•

•
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workshops. This informal information contact was principally used to corrobo-
rate evidence. Secondary data included historical research of local newspaper 
databases and council documents. A highly structured and comprehensive 
community engagement strategy was being undertaken by consultants for the 
purpose of the Tourism Strategy and information obtained from this process 
was also drawn upon for this research. For further discussion of the issues and 
approaches to researching networks see Dredge (2006).

Case study background
redland Shire (pop. 118,000), located to the south-east of Brisbane, is a local 

authority which takes in significant coastal areas and seven southern moreton 
Bay islands. Up until the late 1970s, redland Shire was the ‘salad bowl’ of 
Brisbane, referring to its rich agricultural lands and predominance of market 
gardens. more recently it has become a dormitory subregion of the south-east 
Queensland conurbation with a large proportion of residents travelling outside 
the local government area for work. The Shire has also been subject to consider-
able growth in the service economy with close to half the resident labour force 
employed in wholesale and retail trade, property and business services, health 
and community services and cultural and recreation services (Shepherd & liew, 
2003). The Shire includes North Stradbroke Island (NSI), one of the largest and 
most spectacular tourism assets of moreton Bay. However, tourism activity in 
the Shire remains relatively small. reliable estimates of visitation are unavail-
able at this level. It is estimated however, that redland Shire receives only a 
small proportion of the 4.9 million domestic and international visitors and 22 
million visitor nights that the Brisbane region receives each year. moreover, in 
a region of over 1.8 million inhabitants, redland Shire receives about 4% of total 
daytrips (ATS Consulting Services, 2003). There is also an acute seasonality of 
visitation, illustrated by close to 100% occupancy in commercial accommoda-
tion on North Stradbroke Island during summer school holidays but an average 
annual occupancy of around 29%.

Against this background, an important local economic development concern 
of the Council was to grow redland’s market share, generate employment oppor-
tunities and improve investment potential. In this vein, a new tourism strategy 
was prepared for redland Shire in early 2003 (ATS Consulting Solutions, 2003). 
The planning process itself took just three months and sought to be collaborative 
and inclusive with over 90 participants representing over 50 agencies involved 
in the process. Collaboration took a number of forms including public forums, 
questionnaires, stakeholder workshops, interviews and collaborative meetings 
(ATS Consulting Solutions, 2003: 8). many of the whirlpools of interests that 
contributed to the strategy’s development have been established for many years, 
and in some cases, decades. Some have seen several tourism plans be produced 
over the years and have been involved with other council planning exercises. 
For example, at the same time that the tourism plan was being produced, the 
Council was preparing a new statutory planning scheme under the requirements 
of the Integrated Planning Act 1997. This involved a major shift in the way that 
planning is undertaken at the local government level, and included a visioning 
exercise and considerable community consultation across both communities of 
interests and location.
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At its general meeting on Wednesday 25 July 2003, redland Shire Council 
voted 8–3 not to adopt the newly prepared Sustainable Tourism Development 
Strategy, opting to ‘note it’ instead. A range of other tourism and recreation 
studies and strategies conducted over the last 10 years preceded this latest 
strategy. The existence of these strategies and studies indicates a depth and 
breadth of information and knowledge about tourism both within the Shire and 
in its regional context that has been built up over a number of years. Council’s 
decision not to adopt the Sustainable Tourism Development Strategy, despite 
what might be perceived as a historical commitment to developing a policy 
position, reflects the vexed and politically charged environment in which 
tourism planning takes place. Interrelations between networks were signifi-
cant in this outcome.

Issues were complex and can be summarised in the following:

(1) The division of roles and responsibilities of Council and redlands Tourism 
(the membership-based local Tourism Association [lTA]) were unclear. 
Council traditionally provided an operating grant for the running of the 
visitor information centres and the marketing of the Shire’s tourism attrac-
tions. Addressing membership concerns, redlands Tourism had become 
actively involved in planning and policy development activities associated 
with the management of tourism on NSI. Council saw this as a usurping of 
its responsibility by redlands Tourism. As a result, the institutional space 
in which tourism planning occurred was contested.

(2) The mechanisms for funding the local destination marketing organisation 
were contentious issues exacerbated by deteriorating relations between 
Council and redlands Tourism (ATS Consulting Services, 2003: 122). 
redlands Tourism, a membership-based organisation with most of its 
members based on the Island, had been accused of focusing marketing 
activities too heavily on NSI to the detriment of mainland areas that had a 
weaker and less developed product. As one member put it:

. . . a more representative body should be formed that fairly represents all 
of the tourism industry throughout the Shire, not just the small slice that 
happens to be members . . . [redlands Tourism is] an essentially private run 
company using a large slice of ratepayer’s funds and [it] only promot[es] 
a percentage of the Shire’s tourism operators.1 (ATS Consulting Solutions, 
2003: 10)

(3) On the grounds of compliance with the National Competition Policy, 
Council decided to cut and then later fully withdraw funding from 
redlands Tourism, which had received non-competitive support for over 
10 years without the issue being raised. Progression of present and future 
marketing initiatives by redlands Tourism, now reliant on membership 
fees alone, were of considerable concern for operators and drew criticism 
of the Council.

(4) The redland Shire community was deeply divided along spatial issues. 
For example, on Coochiemudlo Island, another moreton Bay Island, and 
NSI there were heated debates over acceptable levels of tourism develop-
ment, visitor, traffic and environmental management (e.g. Cooper, 2003; 
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Heffernan, 2003). While these groups engaged in colourful dialogues in 
the media and on radio, other mainland interests were unable to garner a 
voice in the debate (ATS Consulting Services, 2003).

(5) The Shire was geographically diverse and varying levels of product devel-
opment meant that it did not have an immediately identifiable tourism 
image. The mainland products were based on daytripping; the island’s 
were based on tourism. This diversity made it difficult to achieve a collab-
orative and collective vision for the Shire’s tourism product development.

(6) Diverse levels of sophistication among operators meant that there was a 
considerable difference in their capacity to collaborate and their ability to 
be heard. Small family run businesses predominated.

Against this background, the following discussion examines the character-
istics of issue networks and policy communities, the nature of the institutional 
space, inclusion and exclusionary practices of the networks, collaboration and 
non-collaboration and the nature and effects of sites of difference. As an explora-
tory study, this paper explores the relevance of these factors to the development 
of the redland Shire Sustainable Tourism Strategy. This discussion should be 
read in conjunction with Figure 3, which summarises the findings and illustrates 
their relevance to earlier theoretical discussion.

Issue networks and policy communities
Three broad types of issue networks were highly influential in the discourses 

underpinning the development of the tourism strategy:

networks focused on particular issues (e.g. the continuation of Council 
support for redland Tourism, growing tourism markets);

•

‘Collaborative’
planning sub-network
on selected issues

‘Collaborative’ planning
sub-network on selected

issues:
• Stradbroke Is. tourism

management
• Coochiemudlo Is.

tourism management

Issues open to negotiation:
• Funding of LTA
• Marketing and promotion

Policy spaces of
inclusion

Policy space of exclusion

Actors and agencies not in active participation:
• Mainland businesses and operators
• Other council officers, e.g. land use planners

Institutional space
within which tourism
planning and
management occurs

Issues outside institutional space of the
tourism planning process e.g.
• Parking & traffic management
• Environmental management

Boundaries of difference, possible tension & conflict
• Contested emphasis on geographical areas
• Differing views on the importance of tourism
• Different views on funding of LTA

Figure 3 Issue networks and collaborative policy spaces in redland Shire
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networks focused on particular geographical locations (e.g. NSI, Coochie-
mudlo Island, mainland interests); and
networks focused on the institutional processes (e.g. consultants, Council 
officers, elected representatives).

These networks overlapped, with many stakeholders participating in more 
than one network. Some stakeholders, such as the Council, redland Tourism 
and the consultants, participated across all networks. While both the Council 
and redlands Tourism operate within separate but overlapping issue networks, 
based principally around planning and product development and marketing 
respectively, boundaries of conflict and tension arose when roles and responsi-
bilities became entangled and turf sovereignties were disputed.

Institutional space
The overlapping and conflicting nature of these issue networks suggests a 

lack of clarity in the roles and responsibilities of redlands Tourism and redland 
Shire Council. There was also a lack of clarity within Council with respect to 
implementation of the plan. That is, tourism planning necessarily requires an 
integrated approach across many areas of policy including land use planning, 
environmental management, infrastructure provision and community servicing 
and wellbeing. The economic development division of Council commissioned 
the tourism planning exercise, and, although the process entailed consultation 
with a wide number of stakeholders, final responsibility for the plan rested with 
this division. In this sense, the institutional space in which the strategy was 
prepared was quite narrow, despite embracing the integrated, cross-disciplinary 
discourse of Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD). many of the other 
Council divisions had no ownership over the plan, no interest in implementa-
tion, and no clear statutory or non-statutory directive to do so.

The institutional space in which the collaborative planning exercise was 
conducted was further clouded because the economic development division 
had limited means of implementing the strategy and limited means of compel-
ling other sections of Council to do so. The strategy also drew upon a range of 
voluntary and mixed implementation mechanisms (e.g. environmental accredi-
tation, establishment of a non-membership based peak industry body) over 
which the economic development division had limited or indirect ability to 
implement the strategy’s recommendations. This lack of institutional clarity in 
terms of roles and responsibilities for implementation meant that many network 
actors did not have a strong commitment to the process.

Boundaries of difference
A myriad of highly focused policy communities operated to influence the 

tourism planning strategy. These communities might be sector-based, or focused 
on a particular geographical community of interest. On NSI alone, these policy 
communities include, for example, FOSI (Friends of Stradbroke Island), SImO 
(Stradbroke Island management Organisation), Amity Point residents group 
and Quandamooka lands Council’s indigenous interests. Overlapping these 
networks, the NSI Visioning Committee sought to be an umbrella organisation 
in striving to develop a coordinated approach for the planning and manage-

•

•
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ment of the Island. An active residents’ association on Coochiemudlo Island and 
a range of stakeholder networks across the local government area also sought 
to raise the profile of particular interests operated independently from the NSI 
networks. Boundaries of difference therefore existed but were not necessarily 
characterised by tension.

Other boundaries of difference were characterised by tension. For example, 
mainland operators were part of a looser issue network that exhibited some 
tensions with redlands Tourism and the NSI networks. These tensions were a 
result of perceived support and emphasis given to NSI interests over mainland 
interests. The most significant boundary of difference was between redlands 
Tourism and the Council. redlands Tourism sought to undertake marketing, 
product development and destination planning, and as such came into conflict 
with the Council who perceived that it was usurping Council’s responsibilities in 
policy development. This boundary was characterised by ongoing tension asso-
ciated with disputes over roles and responsibilities. The collaborative planning 
process, while acknowledging that significant differences and tensions existed, 
did not seek to reconcile differences. Instead a new structure was proposed 
in which a new, non-membership-based lTA would be established. This new 
structure assumed that strained historical antecedents could be erased with the 
establishment of a new association. This did little to reduce tension that had 
deep historical roots and could not be easily removed through structural change 
in the networks and institutional arrangements.

Inclusion and exclusion
Stakeholders are not always clearly defined, nor can interests be easily cat-

egorised into themes that facilitate consensus-oriented discussion. In this study, 
redland Shire Council was concerned with protecting and enhancing the Shire’s 
present and future tourism potential. It had a generic interest in the economic 
development of the Shire and in servicing the interests of the redland Shire 
population. redlands Tourism, on the other hand, was a membership-based 
organisation, and was principally concerned with the interests of its members. 
The membership focus of redlands Tourism meant that the network was exclu-
sionary to some extent. However, rules of inclusion and exclusion were open, 
where non-member operators could integrate into the network by paying a rela-
tively affordable membership fee. Other rules of inclusion and exclusion were 
based on geographic communities of interest, such as NSI and Coochiemudlo 
networks, the boundaries of which were more difficult to transcend.

Collaboration and non-collaboration
In the planning process, stakeholders collaborated on some issues (e.g. 

marketing initiatives) and conflicted on others (e.g. funding of redlands 
Tourism). In this case study, conflict was not always detrimental. Over time 
conflict can lead to learning and policy entrepreneurialism where, despite 
adversity, individuals seek common ground on some issues in order to move 
particular issues forward. The NSI Visioning Committee is an example of the 
way in which conflict has fostered creativity and learning. The NSI was a geo-
graphically focused policy community that emerged from an earlier visioning 
study. While the community comprised actors and agencies with opposing 
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positions, dialogue focused around specific issues enabled the identification of 
sites of negotiation and compromise.

Our points of view aren’t that different . . . we all just want what is best for the 
island. (Bob Hoffman)

It’s like a family – we might all fight each other but we always make up in the end. 
That is what islands are like. (liz Johnston, Courier Mail 12 July 2003: 33)

Discussion and Conclusion
This case study firstly sought to identify the potential contributions of network 

theory to collaborative tourism planning theory through a critical evaluation 
of the strengths and weaknesses of both streams of literature. The analysis of 
the literature suggests networks inject a level of political reality into the col-
laborative planning process which has the potential to be useful in developing 
a planning process and framework that is more equitable and just. That is, by 
using a network focus to frame community engagement and collaboration, 
disempowerment of some interests and groups can be minimised. Equity and 
justice are important dimensions of sustainable development and networks 
are a mechanism for further understanding how these play out in the tourism 
planning process. In other words, networks contribute a messy and dynamic 
view of tourism planning and embrace the notion that we live in an increasingly 
networked, shared power world. Embracing and managing this complexity will 
moves us closer to sustainable development ideals.

The study of tourism planning, framed around the concepts of policy networks 
and policy communities, also brings into sharper focus the notion that there 
are sites of collaboration and negotiation in a planning process, but there are 
also issues on which collaboration and negotiation are not possible. moreover, 
boundaries of difference exist between networks and these can be sites of 
conflict or sites of learning and compromise. The contribution of network theory 
to collaborative planning theory is, therefore, that networks acknowledge the 
political nature of collaborative planning. Explicit analysis of these networks in 
the early stages of the collaborative planning process would provide beneficial 
knowledge for planners seeking wider and more meaningful engagement with 
diverse communities of interest over time and geographical space.

The second objective of this paper was to examine how network theory might 
make a practical contribution to the application of collaborative planning. 
Clearly, network theory has been subject to much criticism. So has collaborative 
planning. This paper illustrates that, as a metaphor, and as a lens to understand 
the dynamics of different destinations, networks have significant merit. This 
merit is based on the notion that networks help to build complex understandings 
of dynamic relations over time and space. While this case study was exploratory 
in nature, further work needs to be done in identifying appropriate methods of 
inquiry to better understand network interrelations.

The case study suggests that the ideological divide between comprehen-
sive planning processes and incremental policymaking is an important and 
highly relevant one for vexed planning and policymaking domains such as 
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tourism. In the case of redland Shire, the whole of tourism policy was rejected 
because various parts were, at the time, politically inappropriate or downright 
unacceptable. It remains a moot question whether a series of incremental 
proposals, put to the Council over time, under an adaptive management regime 
that harnesses opportunities for the temporal engagement of networks as issues 
move in and out of focus, might be a more appropriate approach.

Based on the foregoing, two lines of further research emerge. Firstly, a valuable 
line of further investigation in a practical sense would be the development of 
diagnostic tools that can be used to analyse tourism networks to assist stake-
holders to determine boundaries of difference, spaces of inclusion and exclusion 
and the nature of the institutional space (and a review of those issues that fall 
within and outside the tourism planning exercise being undertaken). A second 
line of inquiry is to revisit normative models of tourism planning processes with 
a view to incorporating and engaging networks of interest. In other words, it 
is time for planning processes to be conceptualised as exercises of engagement 
with plural interests, not as a simplistic staged process.

In sum, networks guide inquiry into the social relations that characterise the 
local organisation of tourism. As a metaphor, networks are open to interpreta-
tion and provide opportunities for the researcher to the network metaphor in 
such a way as to give it meaning in the particular circumstance. While some 
see this as a weakness (e.g. Dowding, 1995; Klijn et al., 1995), others see this as 
a creative advantage (Cazal & Inns, 1998). That is, as a metaphor, networks are 
imbued with meanings that serve to ignite enquiry and facilitate understanding. 
Different people interpret networks differently and their flexibility should be 
viewed as an advantage in facilitating understanding of the political complexi-
ties of collaborative planning.
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