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Abstract 

This research project aimed to find ways to increase the capacity of social workers to 

improve environmental wellbeing by examining hybrid organisations. It is important that 

social workers act to increase environmental wellbeing because environmental systems are 

being placed under severe pressure from pollution, accelerated loss of biodiversity, soil loss 

and climate change (Dylan, 2012; Gray et al., 2017; IUCN, 2015; Steffen et al., 2015; Zapf, 

2010). From perspectives that recognise the innate value of the natural world this damage is 

immoral but even from an anthropocentric perspective the damage to the environment is 

exacerbating environmental injustice and reducing the ability of humans to survive (Boetto, 

2019; Jones, 2011; McKinnon & Bay, 2013).  

This research project used a multi-case study method framed through the ontological 

and epistemological lens of critical realism (Bergene, 2007; Bhaskar, 2016; Easton, 2010; 

O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015; Vincent & O'Mahoney, 2018). Based on the theory of social 

learning (Lysack, 2009; McLeod, 2013; Sundel & Sundel, 2005) it was expected that people 

would learn how to act in more environmentally beneficial ways through interaction with 

other people. Initially the theory of social learning did appear as the mechanism to cause 

change, however as more detailed analysis was undertaken, it was found that social learning 

was not the only mechanism.  

The term hybrid organisation has no strict definition and is applied broadly (Barraket 

et al., 2010; Raynolds et al., 2014; Sabeti, 2011) but for the purposes of this project, hybrid 

organisations are defined as non-government organisations seeking to achieve environmental 

and social benefits rather than maximising financial profit. The three hybrid businesses 

examined for this project; Food Connect – linking urban consumers with local sustainable 
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farmers, Substation 33 – recycling e-waste and Running Wild – assisting long term 

unemployed, were able to achieve both environmental and social benefits. 

The study was successful in identifying activities hybrid organisations undertake to 

improve the wellbeing of the environment and identifying how these activities improve 

environmental outcomes. Factors that supported environmental wellbeing assisted 

participants to act in environmentally beneficial ways and by involving people in 

environmentally beneficial activities participants demonstrated changes in their beliefs and 

practices. As well as these enabling factors, many barriers to participation in environmentally 

beneficial activities were also identified. The findings were then assessed from a social work 

perspective and possible applications for social work were identified. Social workers could 

seek to add the successful practices demonstrated by hybrid organisations to social work to 

increase the environmentally beneficial outcomes of social work practice. It also appears that 

the skills and knowledge of social workers could be helpful in overcoming barriers to 

increasing environmental wellbeing.   

The compatibility of the hybrid model with social work appears strong, as tasks 

considered important in defining social work were being undertaken in hybrid businesses. 

Being able to realise social benefits while achieving environmental benefits, strengthens the 

case for adding the environmentally beneficial activities to social work practice. In addition, 

people with training in the profession of social work could make a useful contribution to any 

organisation seeking to implement a hybrid business model.  
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Glossary  

Anthropocene : A term proposed … to denote the present epoch of geological 

time, commencing at about 1800 C.E. and reflecting the fact that many 

geologically significant processes and conditions are strongly affected by 

human activities (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 24). 

Anthropocentric: Human‐centred. Based on the belief that only humans have 

value and thus they have a privileged position in nature, that the environment 

exists only for the benefit of humans, and that nature has no rights (Park & 

Allaby, 2017, p. 24).  

Anthropogenic: Originally, pertaining to the study of human origins. More 

recently applied to substances or processes made by humans or phenomena 

resulting from human activities (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 24)  

Biophilia: the need to affiliate with non-human organisms and eco-systems 

[which] is innately biological and intensely emotional. Human responses to 

these deep affiliations have complex benefits that not only enhance psychic 

and physical wellbeing but they are critical to our adaptive skill for survival as 

a species (Besthorn & Saleebey, 2003). 

City Cousin: A term used by Food Connect referring to a network of 

volunteers in different suburbs across Brisbane, Logan and the Gold Coast 

region where orders are delivered for free to be collected by customers (Food 

Connect, 2005). 
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Ecocide: A planned effort to eliminate all or part of an ecosystem (Park & 

Allaby, 2017, p. 133). 

Eudaimonia: a sense of meaning and purpose in life (Grimes, 2015, p. 113). 

Fungible: easy to exchange or trade for something else of the same type and 

value (Cambridge University, 2020b). 

Greenwash: A term (combining green and whitewash) that environmentalists 

use to describe the activity (e.g. by corporate lobby groups) of giving a 

positive public image to practices that environmentalists consider 

environmentally unsound (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 199).  

Hegemonic: strong and powerful and therefore able to control others 

(Cambridge University, 2020a). 

Homeostasis: The process of self-regulation which maintains steady state 

within environmental systems through adjustment and feedback (Park & 

Allaby, 2017, p. 213). 

Solastalgia: The word is a combination of solace and nostalgia (and hints at 

desolation as well). Places and place connections which used to give solace 

are being destroyed. Examples include the loss of local area to a construction 

of a mine or a dam, or loss of familiar places because of extreme weather 

resulting from global warming. This is not yet nostalgia, because home still 

exists, but is in the process of being damaged (Pihkala, 2018, p. 550).  
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Speciesism: is discrimination based on species, and social workers are urged 

to reflect on and discuss the issue of whether differential treatment based on 

species is justified (Wolf, 2000, p. 88). 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

My first experience exploring ideas that have a dual focus on social and 

environmental outcomes was a community garden using permaculture principles to grow 

food and reduce organic waste to landfill. The group provided educational activities enjoyed 

by children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, children with disabilities and members 

of the general public. Training was provided for unemployed people and those transitioning 

from correctional centres back to community. The project also provided an important social 

function for socially isolated members of the community. Becoming aware of permaculture 

helped me feel there was some hope for the future of humanity through its principles of Earth 

care, people care and fair share. 

Valuing the natural environment has always been important to me and I hold a strong 

belief that humans need to act in ways that restore and protect the natural ecosystem. From 

the beginning of my social work education, I sought ways to practice that are 

environmentally friendly. Responses to this from other social work students and placement 

supervisors varied, with some individuals expressing the view that the natural environment 

was not the responsibility of social workers. This caused me to question my understanding 

and commitment to the profession. However, since qualifying I have become involved in 

research and online support groups where I have met many social workers who have agreed 

that caring for the natural environment is valuable, but felt inhibited by not knowing what 

action to take, or felt constrained due to funding and time. Due to my social work training, I 

turned to a solutions approach to reframe this situation and identify actions that can be 

undertaken to move towards the more desirable outcome of advancing environmental 

wellbeing (Hogg & Wheeler, 2004; Öster, 2015). I have come to believe that a greater 
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understanding of how social workers can improve environmental wellbeing, while still 

advancing concerns raised by more anthropocentric (see glossary, p.15) focus of social 

justice, is a way to bring more unity within the profession.  

The significance of this research extends beyond the social work profession. Many 

individuals and organisations recognise the need for all humanity to act in ways that align 

with the natural life systems of the planet. Living within nature was once the guiding 

paradigm of many nations but the values, ideas and cultural norms of that way of life now 

seem foreign to many people (Coates et al., 2006; Zapf, 2005). Increasingly, research shows 

that human activity is changing the planet in ways that is adverse to all life, including our 

own (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Pelletier & Coltman, 2018; Steffen et al., 

2015). Consequently, many social work scholars argue that social workers should be working 

towards transitioning society to one that is ecocentric, but to date the profession’s action has 

been limited (Bowles et al., 2016; Izlar, 2019b; Lysack, 2014; Powers & Engstrom, 2019).  

This presents a challenge to find ways to adapt to more sustainable ways to live. I 

seek ways to assist my profession to find a path towards greater environmental wellbeing 

without leaving behind social work’s legacy of helping people. To address the barrier that 

social workers do not have enough time or resources to address environmental issues in 

addition to fulfilling their professional roles, I began to look outside social work for models 

of practice where environmental benefits were realised alongside social wellbeing.  

Terminology 

In the literature about the environment, different labels are applied inconsistently to 

perspectives and ideas about the natural environment (Gray & Coates, 2015). For example, 

social work may use the words ‘environment’ and ‘ecosystem’ when referring to a person’s 



24 

 

social relationships with other humans (Besthorn, 2012; Gitterman & Knight, 2016; Jones, 

2013; Zapf, 2010). Sustainability often refers to an organisation’s economic status (Boetto, 

2019). The English language also impedes understanding of the environment because it lacks 

terms to explain concepts like humans’ ongoing relationship and obligation to the natural 

environment (Zapf, 2010) and may perpetuate dualism and colonialist power structures 

(Hanrahan, 2011). Language does not only describe the world but shapes our perceptions of 

what exists (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). While acknowledging that defining clear categories 

can be problematic because it creates dichotomies, polarises people and can generate conflict 

(Gray & Coates, 2015), these definitions, which are extracted from the A Dictionary of 

Environment and Conservation (Park & Allaby, 2017), should be referred to when reading 

this thesis.  

Ecocentric. Nature‐centred. Based on the belief that all living organisms are equally 

important, that the environment exists for the benefit of all of nature and not just 

people, and that nature has rights (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 133). 

Ecosystem . Short for ecological system, meaning the natural interacting biotic and 

abiotic system in a given area, which includes all of the organisms (plants, animals, 

fungi, and micro‐organisms) that live in particular habitat, along with their immediate 

physical environment (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 137). 

Environment. All of the external abiotic and biotic factors, conditions, and influences 

that affect the life, development, and survival of an organism or a community [and] 

the natural world in which we live (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 147). 

Environmental Crisis. A term that is used to describe the sum of the environmental 

problems that we face today. Key contemporary environmental problems include the 



25 

 

greenhouse effect and global warming, the hole in the ozone layer, acid rain, and 

tropical forest clearance. New dimensions to the environmental crisis include 

emerging threats and the global nature, rapid build‐up, and persistence of the 

problems. Whilst the problems appear to be largely physical (environmental), the 

causes and solutions lie much more in people’s attitudes, values, and expectations. A 

number of factors have helped to create these problems, including developments in 

technology, which have given people a greater ability to use the environment and its 

natural resources for their own ends (particularly since the Industrial Revolution); the 

rapid increase in human population in recent centuries, which has significantly 

increased population densities in many countries and led to a significant rise in human 

use of natural resources; the emergence of free market economies, in which economic 

factors play a central role in decision‐making about production, consumption, use of 

resources, and treatment of wastes; attitudes towards the environment, particularly 

amongst western cultures, which regard it as freely available for people to do 

whatever they like with; and the short‐term time horizon over which many people, 

companies, and countries make decisions, which means that short‐term maximization 

of profit has generally been taken more seriously than long‐term sustainable use of the 

environment (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 148). 

Sustainable. Capable of being sustained or continued over the long term without 

adverse effects (Park & Allaby, 2017, p. 450). 

Other terms that will be used in this research project, which do not appear in A 

Dictionary of Environment and Conservation (Park & Allaby, 2013), but are relevant to this 

thesis, are as follows:  
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Hybrid Business. These organisations incorporate characteristics of the for-profit and 

the not-for profit business models (Doherty et al., 2014). The hybrid businesses use 

for-profit business methods to gain financial independence from government 

contractual obligations or shareholders. While some focus on either environmental or 

social justice goals similar to community and not for profit organisations (Betit, 2008; 

Hatzl et al., 2016; McNeill & Silseth, 2015), the organisations in this project were 

selected because they pursue both environmental and social justice.  

Outcomes. The meaning for outcomes borrows from the online Cambridge English 

Dictionary, being ‘a result or effect of an action’(Cambridge University, 2020b). 

Outcomes reported in this thesis may include goals that were planned and have been 

realised but may also include results that were unplanned and are either positive or 

negative. 

Wellbeing. This research is being conducted in a context where it is common to think 

and treat humans as separate from all others (Besthorn, 2001; Crews & Besthorn, 2016; 

Jones, 2013). To increase the relevance in this context, wellbeing was examined as it refers to 

the non-human, environmental wellbeing and the human, social wellbeing.  

Environmental Wellbeing. There are several different ways to assess environmental 

wellbeing. First is to measure how much of the natural environment exists; second, if 

activities which use the natural environment are less than or equal to replenishment rates; and 

finally if parameters essential to functioning of bio-systems can be maintained into the future. 

All three ways of measuring environmental wellbeing show that business cannot continue as 

usual.   
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One form of assessment shows that the quantity of natural environment is rapidly 

decreasing through species extinction and loss of large areas of natural habitat. In 2005, the 

rate of extinctions was 1000 times greater than would be expected without human activity 

and extinction levels were modelled to increase another 10 times in the near 

future(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, p. 105).  Large areas of the Earth have been 

converted to human use, with 50 percent of dry tropical forest replaced by cultivated land, 35 

percent Mediterranean forest and temperate grass lands and forests have become cultivated 

(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, p. 86). Levels of biodiversity have continued to 

be monitored by the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources 

(IUCN, 2017). While sufficient data is only available on less than 5 percent of species the 

proportions of species at risk of extinction in 2015 included 13 percent of birds, 25 percent of 

mammals, 33 percent of reef corals, 34 percent of conifers, 41 percent of amphibians and 63 

percent of cycads (IUCN, 2015). These figures indicate that the diversity and the quantity of 

nature are decreasing. 

A second form of assessment is to measure the speed in which natural resources are 

used to predict if the remaining natural environment will be preserved. Kick and McKinney 

(2014) report that humans have been using natural resources more quickly than they can be 

replaced and creating waste more quickly than the ecosystem can absorb it, for more than 40 

years. An internationally recognised way of measuring the rates of resource use and 

production of waste is the Global Footprint Network’s ecological footprint (Global Footprint 

Network, 2017b; van den Bergh & Grazi, 2014). Globally, humans are consuming the 

resources of the natural environment more quickly than they can be replaced but the average 

Australian uses much more of the natural resources than the global average (Global Footprint 

Network, 2017b; van Dijk et al., 2014). If all humans had used natural resources at the same 
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rate as Australians, all the world’s annual production of natural resources would have been 

used by 12 March 2017 but as people in some countries such as Honduras, Cuba and 

Columbia use a smaller amount of the world’s resources, the day all annual production of 

natural resources was used in 2017 was August 2 (Global Footprint Network, 2017a). This 

means that the Earth’s ability to replenish resources such as wood, fish, soil and fresh water is 

much less than the amount being consumed by humans and Australians are among those who 

use a lot more of these resources than people from other nations. 

The final indicator included in this thesis is the natural environment’s ability to 

function. Function can be measured by examining the biogeochemical cycles, which is how 

key chemicals and geological forces including sunshine, tides and heat from the Earth’s core 

interact with life forms to enable key life supporting processes such as photosynthesis (Smith 

et al., 2014). Biogeochemical processes were also measured by Steffen et al. (2015) who 

noted that anthropogenic (see glossary, p.15) change has exceeded the parameters required to 

maintain a safe human environment in key areas, particularly nitrogen and potassium cycles. 

In addition to these measured indicators, humans continue to introduce new substances into 

the environment that have unknown effects (Steffen et al., 2015). However, in most situations 

the type of activities undertaken by humans have reduced or changed the chemical cycles so 

they have less capacity to support life (Smith et al., 2014). For example, increases in 

anthropogenic atmospheric carbon levels have increased extreme weather events 

(McMichael, 2015). The scale of human activity is such that the processes that support life 

will be disrupted on a planetary level (Smith et al., 2014; Steffen et al., 2015).  

In summary, there is extensive evidence that wellbeing of the environment is being 

reduced and current human activity is a major cause. Current forms of human activity have 

depleted the quantity and diversity of life and have created cycles that will inhibit future life. 
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The pace of this anthropogenic environmental change is increasing particularly in countries 

such as Australia. To ensure the wellbeing of the natural environment and humanity, humans 

need to find new ways to undertake business activities.  

Social and Societal Wellbeing. Social justice has been a defining concern of social 

work (Solas, 2008). Therefore, it is important to ensure that organisations also advance social 

wellbeing. Defining and measuring social and societal wellbeing is multifaceted. There are 

many ways that social and societal wellbeing have been defined and the concept differs in 

time, geographic area, and between individuals and to whom it applies (Hulley, 2014). For 

example, bio-centralism is a belief that all members of the biological community have value 

(Button et al., 2002). Like humans, other animals seek to maximise pleasure and minimise 

pain, have emotions, have regional differences within species akin to ‘culture’ and recognise 

individuals (Balcombe, 2006; Ellers & Slabbekoorn, 2003; Laland & Hoppitt, 2003; Van 

Schaik, 2012). Therefore, animals should be respected as innately valuable beings with rights. 

The application of bio-centralist values would conclude that the current societal structure has 

very low levels of social wellbeing because the rights of so many non-human beings are 

violated. However, this is not a widely accepted belief and those openly ascribing to bio-

centralism tend to be viewed with suspicion and are marginalised by mass media, police and 

government authorities (Button et al., 2002; Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019). 

The common philosophical traditions that were used to understand and define 

wellbeing, including virtue ethics, utilitarianism and deontology, are anthropocentric and 

traditionally only human traits, concerns and desires are considered (Adams & Myron, 2009; 

Buchholz & Rosenthal, 2005; Graafland, 2010; Hoipkemier, 2016; Loriaux, 2017; 

Mijuskovic, 2007; Schimmack, 2009). Recently, economists have applied a concept that 

increasing human consumption increases wellbeing (Costanza et al., 2016; Cummins et al., 
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2003). While the term ‘wellbeing’ is used to refer to a variety of ideas and sometimes these 

ideas can be contradictory (Cooke et al., 2016), this thesis uses social wellbeing as referring 

to a single human being’s perspective and experience and societal wellbeing to apply to a 

collective, system level of human wellbeing. This distinction is made clearer in the 

paragraphs that introduce various measures of wellbeing as discussed below.  

The various measures of social and societal wellbeing can be grouped as subjective or 

objective (Costanza et al., 2016; D'Acci, 2011; Grimes, 2015; Schimmack, 2009). Subjective 

wellbeing measures include reflective life evaluation, affect (a ratio of positive to negative 

emotions), level of eudaimonia (sense of purpose), domain satisfaction and life satisfaction 

surveys (Grimes, 2015; Schimmack, 2009; Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). These measures 

of social wellbeing are collated to indicate societal wellbeing, but are criticised as creating 

inaccuracy because of potential bias from the subjective self-reporting methods of obtaining 

data (Costanza et al., 2016; Schimmack, 2009). In an attempt to create comparative measures 

of societal wellbeing, objective theories were developed in the late 20th century (Schimmack, 

2009). These include surveys or count material aspects like Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

(Costanza et al., 2016) or Gross National Income per capita (GNI) (Grimes, 2015). Other 

wellbeing measures include Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), life expectancy, Happy Planet 

Index (HPI) and the UN Developmental Index (Costanza et al., 2016; D'Acci, 2011; Grimes, 

2015; Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). These are collective measures that are usually 

gathered on a national level (Costanza et al., 2016) therefore can only provide an accurate 

representation of a person’s social wellbeing if there is high equality in the population.  

On societal wellbeing measures, Australia tends to rank among the top five countries 

globally, but more sensitive tools show high levels of inequality and that some groups within 

Australia have very poor wellbeing (Biddle, 2014; Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). For 
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example, Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ wellbeing is often far 

lower than other Australians’ (Biddle, 2014; Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). In Australia 

people on low incomes also tend to have low levels of wellbeing and are unlikely to improve 

their status over time (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Access to determinants of 

wellbeing such as education, health care and life chances like job opportunities are changed 

according to gender, age, ethnicity and class, with resulting inequalities compounding and 

enforcing life course trajectories (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). Therefore, without 

external intervention, levels of wellbeing are likely to remain stable throughout an 

individual’s life. 

Western and Tomaszewski (2016) used both subjective and objective measures to 

assess wellbeing among Queenslanders from 2008 – 2010 and found high levels of inequality 

in levels of financial hardship and material deprivation. Further, individuals were unlikely to 

change their status over time (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016). Those individuals belonging 

to privileged groups had higher wellbeing outcomes (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016) and 

application of measures of human wellbeing indicate that social wellbeing is unequally 

distributed in Queensland as it is throughout Australia. There are groups of people that lack 

access to the resources and opportunities that could improve their wellbeing. To promote 

human equality and justice, action should be taken to address the unequal distribution of 

social wellbeing (Loriaux, 2017).  

Aim of the Study 

To provide information about how environmental social work, which is defined as 

social work that is “focused on helping humanity create and maintain a biodiverse planetary 

ecosystem which includes humans” (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017, p. 82) could be developed, the 
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activities of hybrid organisations, their perceived impacts on stakeholders, and the influence 

of internal and external factors on the functioning of the organisations will be explored. 

Ensuring the wellbeing of the natural environment and humanity requires humans to find new 

ways to undertake activities.  

Research Questions  

The research was undertaken to understand how hybrid organisations achieve 

environmental wellbeing with the expectation that the answers would provide a guide for the 

practice of environmental social work.  

1. What environmental activities do the hybrid organisations under investigation 

undertake? What are the perceived outcomes of these activities as seen by 

organisation stakeholders?  

2. Are there external or internal factors that stakeholders perceived to help or 

hinder the organisation in achieving environmental outcomes? 

3. Do stakeholders perceive that their ideas or behaviours about the environment 

have changed as a result of being involved in the hybrid organisation?  

4. How can the findings be applied to the practice of environmental social work? 

Methodology 

This research uses a critical realist lens and a multi-case study design to explore three 

hybrid businesses located in South-East Queensland. These are: Food Connect, an 

organisation that supports sustainable farming by linking urban consumers with local 

producers, Substation 33 that recycles e-waste and provides training opportunities and 
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Running Wild which uses environmental regeneration and community projects as a way to 

build work skills for long term unemployed people. Data from each organisation was 

thematically analysed using NVivo, then the results from each organisation was analysed for 

similarities and differences and the findings are presented and analysed in relation to the 

literature in this thesis. 

Thesis Structure 

The next chapter provides a review of the literature. There are two parts to the 

literature review, first, an overview of current social work literature is provided, showing that 

the realisation of environmental social work is hampered by the current dominant socio-

economic system. The second part provides an overview of the hybrid organisational model, 

how it is defined and some of the key benefits that indicate it may be useful to environmental 

social work.  

The third chapter, the methodology and method, covers the study’s aim, research 

questions, ontology, epistemology and method. Ontologically and epistemologically, this 

thesis is based on critical realism. The method is a multi-case study approach. This section 

also covers recruitment, data collection, data analysis and steps taken to ensure rigour and 

ethical conduct. 

In Chapter Four (the Findings) reports on the data collected about the organisations, 

beginning with the barriers to realising greater environmental wellbeing on an individual and 

structural level, as well as the secondary problems arising from the individual and structural 

barriers. The following section details ways in which these organisations sought to increase 

environmental wellbeing as well as contextual factors about these organisations that appeared 
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to enable successful care of the environment. A final section reports on the capacity for the 

model to be replicated. 

The findings are then discussed in the Chapter 5, the Discussion. In this chapter the 

barriers to increasing environmental wellbeing are examined with reference to the literature, 

and the role of social work is introduced. This discussion first has a focus on the activities 

that can be applied at an individual level of interaction and then examines the actions that can 

be applied at a structural level. The ability of the hybrid business model to be replicated is 

also examined. 

Chapter 6 is the final chapter in which the recommendations and conclusions are 

presented. Recommendations are presented that can be applied at individuals, organisations 

and system levels are presented prior to recommendations for future research.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This research is focused on improving wellbeing in the context of an environmental 

crisis. It will explore the compatibility of a model of business that integrates social and 

environmental wellbeing into its practice with social work, a profession ethically obligated to 

advance wellbeing. An overview of the current literature regarding environmental social 

work will be presented showing that contextual factors have limited the ability of the social 

work profession to integrate environmental wellbeing into practice. This will be followed by 

information about hybrid businesses, which will be explored in this thesis to assess if they 

provide a useful structure for the practice of environmental social work. The final section 

explores hybrid businesses and the idea that hybrid business could progress environmental 

wellbeing. This exploration will cover how the organisations achieve environmental goals 

through the perspectives of people involved in the businesses. It seeks to ascertain if the 

hybrid business model creates intellectual and/or behavioural change as perceived amongst 

the stakeholders of the business and if the methods are applicable to social work. 

A narrative approach was used to undertake the review of the literature on both 

environmental social work and hybrid organisations. The narrative approach is beneficial 

because it provides a clear and logical overview of the subject (Boote & Beile, 2005; Cronin 

et al., 2008). Salient points that were supported by a variety of studies were identified and 

this helped to reduce the risk that an explanation of the cumulative data was skewed 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1997; Boote & Beile, 2005). The findings are grouped under topic, a 

method that assists to keep the review from being too long (Baumeister & Leary, 1999). 

Effort has been made to keep the language simple and the structure readable (Boote & Beile, 
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2005; Cronin et al., 2008). Information specific to the collection of the literature is presented 

in both sections.  

Review of Social Work Literature on the Natural Environment  

The literature in this section draws on the literature assembled for an earlier 

publication that I co-authored (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). The search criteria reported in that 

article was extended to include publications up to 2020 and some earlier works that were 

deemed significant because other key authors referred to them. In alignment with the 

publication by Ramsay and Boddy (2017) the term environment is used in this work to be 

inclusive of concepts that may be referred to in other publications by terms such as 

‘ecological’, ‘eco-social’ and ‘green’.  

Literature addressing social work and the environment has used a variety of terms 

somewhat interchangeably including eco-social, ecological, green and environmental social 

work (Närhi & Matthies, 2018; Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). Some research focuses on how 

people are affected by the environment particularly environmental disasters, which is often 

referred to as environmental justice (Dominelli, 2012a; Hetherington & Boddy, 2013) while 

other work focuses on analysing the paradigm and how it should be changed to increase 

ecological wellbeing because continuing as is, threatens our survival (Besthorn, 2001, 2012; 

Izlar, 2019a). The environmental focus has been re-invigorated by climate change, an 

environmental issue that has impacts from the global to the individual scale of social work 

(Bowles et al., 2016).  

The natural environment’s impact on humans was acknowledged by social work 

pioneers (Matthies et al., 2020; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). In her book Twenty Years at Hull 

House, Addams (1910) recalls an influential companionship with nature, remarking that of 
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course she had favourite trees and birds and flowers. In addition to this personal connection 

with nature, she undertakes activities that align with the modern concept of environmental 

justice, such as working with community members and government to remove the garbage 

that was polluting the streets and providing the community with a park (Addams, 1910). 

Social workers continued writing about environmental issues such as pollution but also began 

recognising that humans could threaten the environment by disturbing the ecological balance 

(Berger & Kelly, 1993; Hoff & Polack, 1993; Soine, 1987). They warned that human 

population growth, use of synthetic compounds and change to the planet’s surface was 

threatening the biosphere and called attention to problems of global warming (Berger & 

Kelly, 1993; Coates, 2003). Berger (1995) warned humans were behaving in self-destructive 

ways and that there was adequate knowledge and resources to move the world to a more 

ecologically sound system without economic failure. Jones (2010) observed that the 

ecosystem is threatened not only by what human technology allows us to do but also because 

of the large size of the human population. Papers continue to be published highlighting that 

human activity has led to environmental change and humans must respond and act differently 

if the planet is to remain hospitable for current life and future generations (Besthorn, 2012; 

Gray & Coates, 2015; Lysack, 2015b; Matthies, 2017; Zapf, 2010). Currently the Earth’s 

resources are being used so rapidly that the processes that maintain the ecosystem’s 

homeostasis (see glossary, p.16) are being overwhelmed leading to a variety of symptoms 

including extinctions, extreme weather events and climate change (Boetto, 2019). At the time 

of writing, authors were still making similar warnings and continue to urge action to address 

the environmental crisis.   

Some of social work’s governing organisations have started to amend their guidelines 

to acknowledge environmental issues. The International Association of Schools of Social 
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Work (IASSW), International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) and the International 

Federation of Social Workers have made statements encouraging practitioners to act in 

response to environmental issues (IASSW, 2016; ICSW, 2018; IFSW, 2020; Matthies, 2017; 

Matthies et al., 2020; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). In the USA, the Council of Social Work 

Education (CSWE) has a committee on environmental justice (CSWE, 2020; Powers & 

Engstrom, 2019). The Australian Association of Social Work has included consideration of 

the environment in the definition and aims of the ethical guidelines for social workers 

(Australian Association of Social Workers, 2010) and have declared there is a climate 

emergency (Craik, 2019). However in their international review of social work codes of 

ethics Bowles et al. (2016) noted that the extent and urgency of the environmental crisis is 

not reflected by the largely insubstantial way that the environment is mentioned in most 

codes. This omission appears short-sighted given that achieving goals like social justice will 

be meaningless if humans have destroyed the ecosystem that provides our food, fresh water 

and air (Besthorn, 2012, 2013a). 

In 2014, Lysack observed that while social work authors were making strong 

statements urging for action to address environmental issues like climate change, there had 

not been a responding level of action in the practice of social work. Despite a growing 

amount of evidence, many think that neither society or the profession of social work have 

responded to the environmental crisis adequately, and authors are still presenting evidence 

about the need for change (Matthies et al., 2020). The destruction of the ecosystem has yet to 

be halted, as Izlar observed “the Earth and its life forms are on a path to ecocide” (2019b, p. 

351). Powers and Engstrom (2019) state that social workers should join with everyone else to 

take urgent action as the planetary systems are being overwhelmed by human over-

consumption of resources and waste production.  



39 

 

Environmental Justice and its Role in Advancing Environmental Wellbeing 

Environmental justice is a concept that aligns strongly with established social work 

and can be a way for social workers to start developing an understanding of people’s 

relationship and reliance on the ecosystem. A definition of environmental justice is when 

environmental risks are spread equally among all people and everyone has equal access to 

environmental benefits like fertile soil, unpolluted air and water or green space (Powers & 

Engstrom, 2019). Unfortunately, there are many cases of environmental injustice presented in 

the literature (Dominelli, 2012b; Dylan et al., 2013; Krings et al., 2019; Ross, 2013) and 

often the groups of people that face environmental injustice also face other forms of 

discrimination including gender, age, race and/or poverty (Alston, 2014; Brady et al., 2019; 

Dylan & Coates, 2012; Hetherington & Boddy, 2013). Environmentally unjust actions can 

cause death, conflict, homelessness, food and water shortages, increased drug abuse and 

domestic violence (Bowles et al., 2016; Dominelli, 2013). As the environment has often been 

omitted in social work education (see section below on barriers for social work) examining 

social problems caused by ecological disasters is a way social workers often start to develop 

their understanding of the environmental crisis (Jones, 2013; Matthies, 2017).  

Challenges to environmental justice continued to expand beyond the provision of 

urban green-space, workplace health and safety and sanitation identified by Addams (1910). 

In 1987 Soine wrote an article calling attention to the increasing risk posed by environmental 

factors like asbestos, excessive noise, gas leaks, toxic waste, nuclear energy on people’s 

health. This article warned that artificial pollutants could cause negative and psycho-social 

problems for humans and their communities and advocated for information about 

environmental hazards to be included in the social work curriculum in addition to existing 

behavioural and social focus (Soine, 1987). Another article concerning the impact of 
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environmental hazards was published the following year (Coulter & Noss, 1988) and this was 

followed by Rogge (1993) highlighting the fact that environmental hazards are often located 

close to people already facing discrimination due to race and poverty. The impact of 

environmental injustice is exacerbated by other systemic factors (Coates, 2003). Support 

services that could help people cope and adapt to environmental change are unequally 

distributed with some communities missing out and inexorable problems such as drought 

receiving less assistance than acute problems like landslides (Dominelli, 2018; Stehlik, 2013). 

Local services may also be ill-equipped or have insufficient capacity to respond to a disaster 

(McKinnon & Bay, 2013). Many researchers are still exploring and raising awareness of 

environmental injustice. 

The increasing severity and prevalence of ecological threats is increasing the risk of 

environmental injustice for people who are already marginalised (Gray & Coates, 2015; 

Hetherington & Boddy, 2013; Izlar, 2019b). Climate change exacerbates the problems caused 

by poverty and/or discrimination as people lack resources to adapt to the changed conditions 

and more frequent extreme weather is detrimental to family and community breakdowns as 

people have to relocate, sometimes far away, to find paid work (Stehlik, 2013). If unresolved, 

environmental injustice issues like pollution and a lack of access to environmental resources 

could trigger political upheaval and fighting (Dominelli, 2013; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). 

As wealthy countries cause, but do not experience the worst consequences from climate 

change, the inequality between wealthy developed countries and the rest of the world 

increases (Dominelli, 2013; Matthies et al., 2020; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). In addition, as 

environmental justice is intergenerational, it is also owed to those who will be born in the 

future (Hoff & Polack, 1993).  
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Social workers’ commitment to social justice obligates them to respond to 

environmental injustice (Besthorn, 2012; McKinnon & Bay, 2013; Närhi & Matthies, 2018; 

Ross, 2013). If inequality and the factors that undermine the function of the ecosystem, like 

loss of biodiversity and excessive atmospheric pollution were addressed, environmental 

injustice could be reduced (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Matthies, 2017). Environmental 

justice has been critiqued as being shallow justice because of its anthropocentric focus which 

can still justify ecologically destructive practices (Besthorn, 2012; Dylan & Coates, 2012; 

Jones, 2013; Ryan, 2013), however a framework that seeks to identify and fix individual 

humans is rarely effective when seeking environmental justice as changing the outcomes for 

an individual or group cannot solve the underlying causes (Ross, 2013; Stehlik, 2013). It 

seems likely that a reflexive social worker will expand their understanding beyond achieving 

an equitable division of natural resources between humans and gain a greater understanding 

of the systemic determinants that cause both environmental and ecological injustice. 

Critique of the modern paradigm 

The wellbeing of the environment is determined by societal and political structures 

that are in turn shaped by the cognitive concepts people hold that underpin their beliefs and 

actions (Coates, 2003; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Matthies, 2017; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). 

The cognitive concepts that dominate most of the world include the philosophy of 

Modernism which arose in Western Europe after the Renaissance, assigns truth and value to 

that which can be measured and ways of thinking that are described as rational and logical 

(Besthorn, 2001; Boetto, 2019; Coates, 2003). Although assumed to be founded on objective 

truth, assumptions based on positivism now dominate countries like Australia which have 

been shaped by English colonisation (Gillespie, 2018; Griffiths et al., 2016; Plumwood, 

1990) and more recently, the socio-economic culture of the United States of America (Zupan, 
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2011). This Anglo-American culture is anthropocentric and often disregards the non-human 

(Boetto, 2019; Hanrahan, 2011; Ryan, 2013). Indigenous people and their world views were 

systemically assigned a social and political sub-category status by European colonialists 

(Rinkel & Powers, 2017). In particular academia had a history of perpetuating 

anthropocentric speciesism (see glossary, p.17) and empirical modernism, while also 

shunning ideas such as the reciprocal relationship between nature, other animals and humans 

and a spiritual level of reality (Besthorn, 2001; Hanrahan, 2011; Ryan, 2013; Zapf, 2010). 

Within the dominant Anglo-American culture there is little acknowledgement that humans 

are part of the ecosystem and that actions destructive to the ecosystem will harm people (Bay, 

2016; Boetto, 2019; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Zapf, 2010).  

Unsustainable exploitation of ecological resources is justified in the dominant Anglo-

American culture by an assumption that humans are superior and exceptional and the natural 

environment only exists to be of service to humans (Boetto, 2019; Coates, 2003; Crews & 

Besthorn, 2016; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017). The idea of maintaining environmental 

wellbeing is often positioned as a cost to human wellbeing because it is said to cause job loss 

(Dylan et al., 2013). Maintaining the dualistic idea that humans are separate and superior to 

nature reduces the ability of people to understand and respond to the environmental crisis 

(Boetto, 2019). According to Jones (2013) and Crews and Besthorn (2016) most humans 

have forgotten how to interpret the language of the natural world and as we perceive human 

language as the only legitimate form of communication we have stopped listening and fill the 

world with anthropogenic noise.  

The human world of language is placed above a natural world alive with 

voice, the idea of speaking with the natural world and hearing it speak to us 

seems nonsensical, if not profoundly dysfunctional…A deeper spiritual 
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dimension of nature – nature alive with voice is effectively excluded from a 

world that is dominated by human words and concepts. (Crews & Besthorn, 

2016, p. 97)  

Social workers have identified that the hegemonic (see glossary, p.16) status of 

neoliberalism and the Anglo-American culture was achieved through colonialisation and 

globalisation (Gray & Coates, 2010; Rinkel & Powers, 2017). Colonialism used violence to 

gain ownership of land but also spread ideas that the natural world and other cultures needed 

to be tamed and controlled (Hanrahan, 2011). This cultural foundation also introduced a 

tendency to reduce reality to what can be measured and categorised limiting the concept of 

reality to the material and individual level (Besthorn, 2001). The reality that people can have 

a relationship with the natural environment was suppressed so when places people care about 

are damaged the grief, anxiety and vicarious trauma is not acknowledged (Helne & 

Hirvilammi, 2017; Lysack, 2013; Powers & Engstrom, 2019; Stehlik, 2013). The educational 

and therapeutic benefits of the natural environment are also overlooked as is the suffering 

caused when access to nature is taken away (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Powers & Engstrom, 

2019). Due to reductionism and dualism the Anglo-American culture accepts the exploitation, 

domination and lack of care for the natural world and has imposed conformity to these values 

onto people who challenge this paradigm often through violent force and narratives justifying 

assimilation (Bay, 2013; Dylan et al., 2013; Gray & Coates, 2015).  

The current political-economic philosophy which has developed from this colonialist 

culture, neoliberalism, has also been critiqued as problematic by many prominent social work 

researchers (Bay et al., 2019; Besthorn, 2012; Gray & Coates, 2015; Powers & Peeters, 2019; 

Powers et al., 2019). Too often an economic lens dominates public discussion as the only way 

to understand the world, causing many activities to be assessed using the economic tool of 
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cost benefit analysis. However, wellbeing of the environment and society is not accounted for 

within this paradigm (Bay, 2013; Bay et al., 2019; Matthies et al., 2020; Peeters, 2017). 

Money has moved from being a tool of exchange that assists the function of society, to being 

sought for its perceived intrinsic value (Peeters, 2017). Globalisation of neoliberal values 

undermines other cultures, imposing a way of being that reduces access to natural resources 

but provides unemployment and poor health leading to social breakdown, weakening the 

ability of traditional communities to support and govern themselves (Adusumalli & Dutta, 

2019; Coates, 2003; Dylan et al., 2013; Rambaree et al., 2019). International economic policy 

has forced people to give up on traditional, more environmentally beneficial farming 

practices, to favour large monocultural cash crops (Hoff & Polack, 1993). Though aware that 

social and environmental problems can be exacerbated by corporate developments, 

Indigenous communities feel forced to enter agreements with large corporations because it 

seems to be the only way to provide opportunities for local people (Dylan et al., 2013). Other 

distortions enabled by neoliberalism include food that travels thousands of kilometres being 

cheaper than local produce and food been thrown away rather than been used to create 

healthy food options for people on low incomes (Dylan et al., 2013; Gray & Coates, 2015). 

Perpetual economic growth, another key concept of neoliberalism, has been promoted 

as the way to achieve employment and universal wellbeing, ignoring that this pursuit has 

caused the extension of slums, suffering of humans and animals, extinction, pollution and 

ecological disaster (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Matthies et al., 2020). Närhi and Matthies 

(2018) reported that increased income improves human wellbeing only up to certain level and 

after this, there is no benefit. Therefore, increasing economic growth in developed nations 

will only exacerbate the unsustainable exploitation of the Earth’s resources (Boetto, 2019). 

The global focus on economic growth justifies practices that are proven to be ecologically 
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destructive. For example, there is ample evidence that fossil fuel use threatens humans’ 

survival, but there are many countries across the world that still continue to consume fossil 

fuels causing atmospheric carbon levels to increase more rapidly (Bay, 2013, 2016; Besthorn, 

2012; Lysack, 2015b; Matthies, 2017).  

Another key concept of neoliberalism is that of free markets. Market freedom often 

manifests as a lack of accountability of large corporations at the expense of local 

communities (Dylan et al., 2013; Matthies et al., 2020; Rambaree et al., 2019; Ross, 2013). 

Large multinational corporations have significant advantages in knowledge and skills when 

negotiating contracts with local communities and may then fail to honour aspects of 

agreements that are inconvenient to them, for example, destroying significant places or 

causing pollution and claiming it was an accident when the damage is revealed (Dylan et al., 

2013; Ross, 2013). The lack of enforceable regulation on market freedom compromises the 

health of the natural world. 

Ecosystem functions require resources that are used by the activities of life forms, but 

the activity in an ecosystem creates resources for other life forms. Human communities also 

require resources and activity to function. The neoliberal system uses resources and activity 

extracted from the ecosystem and community to create wealth that is controlled by a few 

humans (Besthorn, 2012; Coates, 2003; Matthies et al., 2020). Methods used to gain control 

of natural resources were mentioned previously, but it is important to note that community 

and families loose skills and knowledge as people prioritise earning money and leave 

communities (Dylan et al., 2013; Stehlik, 2013). This process of accumulating ecosystem and 

community wealth is replicated on a global level. Rather than using their wealth to develop 

ecologically sustainable solutions, wealthy countries and large multinationals use a system 

reminiscent of colonialism to externalise environmental problems, for example, using loans 
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to impose environmentally damaging developments and waste dumps on disadvantaged 

communities and in the poorest nations (Dylan & Coates, 2012; Gunarathne, 2019; Hoff & 

Polack, 1993; Ross, 2013). According to Besthorn (2012) and Ross (2013), biodiversity is 

lost as multinationals focus on increasing profit though cheaper production hidden by 

greenwashing (see glossary p.16). These characteristics support claims by authors including 

Gray and Coates (2015) that wealth and power inequality and environmental problems like 

climate change are caused by a system that has enabled destructive corporate greed to 

dominate.  

The Anglo-American culture and neoliberalism both shape people in ways that 

increase the risk of ecological injustice. People are exposed to neoliberal ideas through 

pervasive modern digital technology, which isolates individuals from the natural world, other 

people and their own capacity for reflective thought (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). 

Neoliberalism also uses tools like anxiety, fear and shame to control people (Bay, 2019). For 

example, the way state welfare programs are structured makes them a tool of control, blaming 

individuals for structural problems and restricting communities trying to develop solutions 

(Dylan et al., 2013; Izlar, 2019b). The centrality of materialism alienates people who struggle 

financially rather than acknowledging their success in living frugally (Helne & Hirvilammi, 

2017). Resource use is encouraged in individuals by a narrative of competition inherent in the 

neoliberal philosophy which continually drives individuals to optimise and maximise their 

utility rather than finding satisfaction in their current situation (Bay, 2019; Helne & 

Hirvilammi, 2017). This economic focus enables the normalisation of many environmentally 

damaging activities for example, air-travel (Bay, 2016) and speculative private profit 

maximisation (Närhi & Matthies, 2018). In most places, ecological damage began 

generations ago, hampering the ability of current generations to judge the extent of the 
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damage or even understand what a flourishing natural environment would be like (Crews & 

Besthorn, 2016; Dylan & Smallboy, 2016; Dylan et al., 2013). The complex, interconnected 

cyclical exchange of resources that supports the biosphere continues to be overlooked due to 

the dominant tendency for linear thinking that conditions people to focus on narrowly defined 

outcomes like financial profit (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Gray & Coates, 2015). Claims that 

new and emergent technology will solve the environmental crisis without the need to address 

determinants like materialism, reduce support for systemic change that would stop 

environmental destruction (Gray & Coates, 2015). Linear thinking, belief in technology and 

individualism have created a tendency to focus environmental action on individual people 

changing their consumption patterns (Bay, 2013; Dylan & Coates, 2012; Gray & Coates, 

2015; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Lysack, 2014; Matthies, 2017). The tendency of business 

to externalise environmental cost and the devolution of market accountability to individuals 

has also meant that involvement in the environmental movement can be overwhelming and 

disempowering (Lysack, 2009). Economic and cultural forces combine creating formidable 

barriers to individuals seeking to improve environmental wellbeing.  

Barriers for social work 

The profession still retains perspectives based on its founding philosophy of 

modernism associated with utilitarian anthropocentrism, capitalism and the exploitation of 

nature (Boetto, 2019; Boetto et al., 2018; Coates, 2003; Dylan & Coates, 2012; Powers & 

Peeters, 2019). It has been dominated by Anglo-American scholars with a therapeutic 

perspective that supresses Indigenous and environmental approaches (Besthorn, 2001, 2012; 

Boetto, 2019; Gray & Coates, 2015; McKinnon, 2013; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). Social 

workers’ historical role in implementing government policy on Indigenous people contributed 

to a loss of knowledge about more ecocentric lifestyles (Dylan & Smallboy, 2016). There has 
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been an uncritical acceptance of anthropocentrism amongst many social workers, which 

causes non-humans to be ignored (Hanrahan, 2011; Ryan, 2013) and practitioners have 

largely failed to perceive the relevance of the environment to social work (Jones, 2010). 

Several social work researchers have observed that the profession emphasises a human’s 

social environment and often omits the natural biophysical environment (Besthorn, 2012; 

Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Jones, 2013; Ryan, 2013; Zapf, 2010). The integration of 

anthropocentric individualism into the Person In Environment (P.I.E.) approach has caused 

Zapf (2010) to suggest a new label ‘people as place’ to more accurately reflect the reality of 

the human existence and raises awareness the concepts of stewardship and sustainability 

(Zapf, 2010).  

Social workers live, learn and practice in a context dominated by neoliberal ideas of 

competition, free market and social austerity that exacerbates inequality as it disempowers 

the most disadvantaged (Bay, 2019; Matthies et al., 2020). Matthies (2017) and McKinnon 

(2013) reported that the dominance of managerialism and individualism has caused 

mainstream social work to fail in examining the ecological consequences of social work 

practices and an uncritical acceptance of continual economic growth. While social work 

students are taught to recognise and critically reflect on their own internal motivations, it is 

rarer for them to be taught to recognise and critically assess the ideas that shape them through 

political or economic contexts (Bay et al., 2019; Matthies et al., 2020; Närhi & Matthies, 

2018). This can lead to social workers replicating and enforcing neoliberalism by enacting the 

policy of neoliberal governments (Bay, 2019; Matthies et al., 2020). An impact of 

neoliberalism has been an increase in clinical social work with increased workloads 

restricting the space and time needed for reflection reducing the critical structural assessment 

undertaken by social workers (Coates, 2003; Dylan & Coates, 2012; Gitterman & Knight, 
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2016; Jones, 2010). Some managers focus on service delivery and do not perceive a need or 

provide time or resources for social workers to participate in research to assess if what they 

are doing is best practice (Beddoe, 2010). In addition, all employees including social workers 

are often treated as fungible (see glossary, p.16) leading to reduced job security, collegial 

trust and performance anxiety (Bay, 2019; McKinnon, 2013). These factors have restricted 

social worker’s involvement in activism (Greenslade et al., 2015). When asked, social 

workers have reported that they personally agreed that the environment was important, but 

their workplaces blocked environmental action (McKinnon, 2013). This suggests a new 

workplace model is required. Social workers may perpetuate ecological injustice because 

they do not recognise it or because they feel they have no choice. 

Authors have emphasised how social, cultural and political values have created a 

system that causes many of the problems the world now faces (Besthorn, 2012; Boetto, 

2019). The profession has been criticized for focusing on fixing individuals rather than 

addressing the systemic cause of a problem. An example, is a focus on providing therapy 

rather than transforming the system so it protects people from the experiences that cause them 

to need therapy (Matthies et al., 2020; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). While it remains important 

to respond by helping people after they have experienced an environmental disaster, social 

workers should be leading the development of a new environmentally sustainable state of 

being (Zapf, 2010).  

Other Paradigms Including Indigenous, Feminist and Critical Ideas 

Social workers have sought to understand and apply alternative perspectives such as 

radical, critical anti-oppressive, eco-feminist, and the world views of First Nations peoples to 

critique the dominant neoliberal paradigm (Bell et al., 2019; Berger & Kelly, 1993; Besthorn, 
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2001; Boetto, 2019; Dylan & Smallboy, 2016; Hanrahan, 2011; Hoff & Polack, 1993; 

McKinnon & Bay, 2013; Närhi & Matthies, 2018; Rinkel & Mataira, 2018; Zapf, 2010). 

Indigenous and spiritual perspectives have different ontologies, epistemologies and methods 

that help to increase awareness of the shortcomings and assumptions of the dominant culture 

(Dylan & Smallboy, 2016; Gray & Coates, 2015; Jones, 2013). Many people living by ethics 

of Indigenous cultures, report having a sacred relationship with nature that obliges them to 

respect the non-human parts of the ecosystem and not exploit nature carelessly (Dylan, 2013). 

Rinkel and Mataira (2018) explained that Hawaiian culture, for example, provides rules that 

maintain the balance between the use of natural resources to sustain people and care of land 

and cosmos. Writers have also sought guidance from the theory of deep ecology that strives 

to establish an ecocentric perspective and undo damage to the ecosystem (Besthorn, 2001, 

2012; Naess, 2001). Authors have identified that other philosophies such as Judaism, 

Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism also contain concepts that align with both 

environmental and ecological justice such as striving for a fair division of resources, 

maximising the common good and replenishment of environmental resources (Coates, 2003; 

Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Lysack, 2015b).  

While the dominant global system utilises monetary price as the main mechanism of 

resource distribution, other cultures have used reciprocity and communal sharing (Matthies et 

al., 2020; Peeters, 2017). Rather than striving for higher living standards measured by 

increased material wealth, people should move to include inherently valuable life experiences 

(Besthorn, 2012). Suggested principles to apply in the new system include: valuing reward of 

the world being improved above materialistic gain, all life on Earth is interdependent and 

deserves respect, power is enhanced through reciprocity (Hoff & Polack, 1993). 
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This alternative system needs to reflect an understanding that the world is a single 

innately valuable organism in which humans are connected to everything else on a spiritual 

and physical level (Besthorn, 2001; Boetto, 2019; Jones, 2013). In other paradigms, there is 

no hard boundary between human and non-human and the self can extend beyond the body 

because all parts of the ecosystem are integrated and interdependent (Besthorn, 2001; Helne 

& Hirvilammi, 2017; Zapf, 2010). The separation of the human from all other life is only a 

cognitive construct (Besthorn, 2001; Boetto, 2019; Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Rinkel & 

Powers, 2017). Isolating the concept of self reduces a person because it denies parts of the 

self that are integrated with other entities in the ecosystem (Besthorn, 2001, 2012). Isolating 

self from the ecosystem is interpreted as a form of punishment that reduces humans and can 

cause mental and spiritual illness that materialism cannot cure (Besthorn, 2001, 2012). If 

humans accept connection within the ecosystem, they will enhance their ability to understand 

the existential risk of the ecological crisis and realise that protecting ecosystem entities like 

forests or other animals is saving one’s self (Bay, 2016; Boetto, 2019; Crews & Besthorn, 

2016). 

Past ideas about wellbeing have tended to focus on anthropocentric definitions of 

wellbeing (Hanrahan, 2011; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017). However, people from other 

cultures recognise that connection to land, plants and animals is central to identity and 

wellbeing and we rely on the land for survival (Dylan & Smallboy, 2016). If the ideas from 

other world perspectives are applied, nature is seen as an entity that has been marginalised 

and damaged by speciesism and anthropocentrism that have only valued nature by its utility 

to humans (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Hanrahan, 2011). A growing number of scholars, 

including Besthorn (2012), Jones (2013) and Ryan (2013), report that the non-human entities 

of the ecosystem must not be excluded from all moral consideration any longer and 
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recognition should be given to the fact that non-human animals have physiological and 

emotional motivations (Hanrahan, 2011; Taylor, 2013). Realisation of the role of humans to 

protect the ecosystem and live within ecological boundaries is enhanced when people 

recognise the natural world has value beyond its utility to humans (Lysack, 2014). 

Environmental wellbeing is achieved by preserving a balanced ecosystem not by banishing 

the human from the environment altogether (Besthorn, 2012). Crews and Besthorn (2016) 

reported that facilitating a transformational shift in societies consciousness away from 

anthropocentric exploitation of the ecosystem will be a great work. 

Shape of a New Social Work Paradigm 

There have been calls for professional change for some time. Berger and Kelly (1993) 

urged social workers to advance a new paradigm that connected the natural world and ethics, 

suggesting the role of humans to be environmental stewards and live harmoniously with all 

other life. This new world view includes a focus on ecological systems rather than a 

competitive profit driven economy, accepting that everything is interdependent, made 

stronger by diversity and that which is good for the planet and community is good for 

individuals too (Bay, 2016; Gray & Coates, 2015; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Matthies et al., 

2020). Deep ecology shows us that individualism should be replaced by the pursuit of 

altruism to help the self (Besthorn, 2001). People should strive to minimise the negative 

impact of their lifestyles on nature (Besthorn, 2001; Jones, 2013). 

Transforming the worldview of social work requires its theoretical foundations to be 

changed. Recognition that the understanding of self, community, fair resource distribution 

and morality has been dominated by Anglo-American culture has raised questions about the 

social work profession’s foundational concepts such as humanism and social justice (Coates, 
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2003; Dylan & Coates, 2012; Jones, 2010; Ryan, 2013). Gray and Coates (2015) state that to 

fulfil the requirements set out under the International Declaration of Human Rights, social 

workers can no longer collude with a system that causes inequality and destroys the 

ecosystem. Social work has to transform to help humanity through the environmental crisis. 

This includes the profession’s codes of ethics which are foundational documents describing 

what social work is meant to be (Bowles et al., 2016). The reality that the natural 

environment continually influences people’s lives and humans have a reciprocal relationship 

with nature should be included in social work tools like Person-In-Environment (P.I.E.) and 

the ecological model (Hanrahan, 2011; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Hoff & Polack, 1993; 

Shaw, 2011). As a profession that is defined by challenging injustice and marginalisation, it 

is important for social workers to explore and document ways to improve environmental 

wellbeing (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017). 

People should not be viewed only as subjects to be fixed to fit into society but 

understood and actively involved as co-organisers in creating an equitable and sustainable 

society and potential advocates (Bay, 2019; Gray & Coates, 2015; Izlar, 2019b) and decisions 

about the appropriate and just use of resources like water, energy and labour should be made 

by communities, not markets, (Matthies et al., 2020; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). As industrial 

capitalism and forms of positivism cause damage to the ecosystem, the economic system 

should be redesigned to repair the natural environment and distribute wealth and opportunity 

equitably (Besthorn, 2001; Boetto, 2019; Matthies et al., 2020). Corporations should be held 

responsible for the costs of pollution and other environmental and health problems their 

business causes (Lysack, 2015a; Ross, 2013). Consideration of the consequences of decisions 

from beyond the individual consumer to include a global perspective is important (Boetto, 

2019).  
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Changing social work to reflect a new paradigm requires modification of education, 

of group and community work and a greater recognition of the benefits that the natural world 

brings to social work. These will be covered in greater detail in the following sections.  

Environment and Social Work Education.  The inclusion of the natural 

environment in social work education is limited (Harris & Boddy, 2017; Jones, 2010). The 

environment must be included in the teaching of social work (Gray & Coates, 2015; Jones, 

2013; McKinnon, 2013). As well as information to increase environmental literacy, students 

need to be able to critique the current paradigm to identify how environmentally damaging 

behaviours re justified and perpetuated (Boetto, 2019; Jones, 2010, 2013). Discussion about 

ecocentrism, degrowth, diversity, sustainability, and spirituality can challenge 

anthropocentrism in the field of social work (Gray & Coates, 2015; Jones, 2013; Powers & 

Peeters, 2019; Powers et al., 2019). Awareness of ontologies of First Nations people, 

structural and systems thinking and ecological orientated community development that 

includes local wisdom should be taught to social work students (Besthorn, 2001; Gray & 

Coates, 2015; Närhi & Matthies, 2018). Field trips that raise awareness of environmental 

degradation, how food is grown and environmental resources are used to support people’s 

lifestyles can help students to realise their blind spots and stimulate critical reflection (Bailey 

et al., 2018; Jones, 2010). Multidisciplinary collaborations to develop environmental projects 

enable students to gain a richer and more rigorous understanding of environmental issues 

(Lysack, 2009). Examining environmental problems also helps develop systems thinking as 

these types of problems illustrate the impact of economic and political agendas in shaping 

outcomes that reduce wellbeing for people and the environment (Gray & Coates, 2015). As 

well as amending the content for qualifying student social workers, there should be post 

graduate, professional development opportunities for social workers to update their 
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knowledge and skills to include environmental practice (McKinnon, 2013). Social workers 

need to learn and practice ecological mindfulness (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). 

Social workers should communicate ideas for education and advocacy for 

environmental wellbeing throughout the wider community (Coates, 2003; IFSW, 2020). 

More than a decade ago Lysack (2009) highlighted how to use social learning to understand 

the complex and ubiquitous impact of the environmental crisis. Social change can be 

achieved when teachers and peers interact with the students in ways that provide novel 

information that is close enough to the student’s current understanding that it is not too 

difficult for the student to understand and remain engaged as the students reflect and integrate 

the new knowledge (Lysack, 2009). Vygotski, a key researcher in social learning, identifies 

this space as the zone of proximal development and notes it can enhance engagement and 

action of the student Lysack (2009, p. 121). This educational method can contribute to the 

growth of the environmental movement at a grassroots level (Lysack, 2009). Socialisation 

shapes the assumptions and ways an individual will frame their understanding of the world 

(Boetto, 2019). Education should aim to bring about a society where people seek to 

understand the ecosystem and learn how they can live in a way that sustains ecological 

viability into the future (Jones, 2013). 

Groups and Community. Participation in communities is often presented as a way to 

advance action on environmental issues (Hoff & Polack, 1993). Building more effective 

change movements requires collaborations to be created between different social groups to 

reduce the burden placed on each individual and to facilitate knowledge and skills (Lysack, 

2014; Zapf, 2010). As more people from different disciplines contribute to building new 

ecologically aware understandings, alternative ways to being become clearer and seem more 

acceptable and relevant to wider audiences (Fleischlin, 2019; Gray & Coates, 2015; Matthies, 
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2017). Interdisciplinary collaborations can provide new insights. For example, the ability to 

identify domestic violence and abuse was enhanced when workers in child protection and 

women’s refuges developed a MOU with animal protection agencies and veterinarians 

(Walker et al., 2015). Social workers should also organise and develop networks because 

effective action to address the environmental crisis requires a broad spread consensus 

(Fleischlin, 2019; Hoff & Polack, 1993; Lysack, 2009). 

Benefits to Humans from the Non-Human World. In addition to the ecosystem 

enabling life, experiencing the natural world improves the quality of life for humans. Mindful 

experience of nature, and experiences like eco-therapy can stimulate people to move from 

egoism and anthropocentrism to think of ways that they can contribute to healthy ecosystem 

function (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). It can increase humans’ ability to understand the 

language of the natural world and recognition of our eco-kin, the other entities that share and 

contribute to the sustainability of our ecosystem (Crews & Besthorn, 2016).  

Social work researchers are developing an evidence base for eco-therapy and other 

practices that increase connection to the natural world (Charbonneau et al., 2017). 

Experiencing nature has therapeutic benefits, individuals can discover and use the innate 

human connection to nature to heal and reconnect to community (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). 

Active participation in activities in nature enhances people’s wellbeing and many people find 

tasks that benefit animals and nature are innately rewarding (Hanrahan, 2011; Helne & 

Hirvilammi, 2017). Connection and care for animals and plants can improve spiritual and 

intuitive sensitivity in people of all ages (Besthorn, 2001). Connection to and interaction with 

nature improves mental health and the wellbeing of children (McKinnon & Bay, 2013; 

Norton et al., 2013). There are several forms of eco-therapy that are effective starting from 

moving a session outdoors or having an indoor plant, but also including activities like 
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horticulture, eco-drama, working with animals and wilderness adventure (Powers & 

Engstrom, 2019; Walker et al., 2015). People can access the benefits of nature by switching 

off all digital devices, going outside and taking time to mind the scents, sounds and sights of 

the natural world or focussing on a natural object, noting its attributes and physical properties 

(Crews & Besthorn, 2016). Compassion, empathy, intuition and respect for the rhythms of 

life can be enhanced by spending time being mindful of the natural world and once a person 

achieves these capacities it becomes easier to apply them in interaction with other humans 

(Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Dylan & Smallboy, 2016).  

When social work organisations include consideration of the natural world, their 

ability to help people is enhanced. Outcomes for people who have been involved in crime or 

substance abuse are improved from involvement in projects that restore and care for nature 

(McKinnon & Bay, 2013; Norton et al., 2013). Individual and family assessments should not 

be considered complete unless non-human family members are acknowledged (Walker et al., 

2015). Animals including cats, dogs, rabbits, guinea pigs, hens, donkeys and horses help 

people in rest homes, hospitals, hospices, rehabilitation and mental health programs and 

people with epilepsy and physical disabilities (Walker et al., 2015). Having relationships with 

non-human animals can be beneficial for everyone including social workers (Hanrahan, 2011; 

Ryan, 2013). Spending time with animals and in natural spaces can help people and grow 

their awareness of the consequences of their behaviour (Hanrahan, 2011; Helne & 

Hirvilammi, 2017). The environment can enhance the wellbeing of humans. 

The Social Work Profession’s Strengths  

The ability for social workers to help improve environmental wellbeing is large 

because change to improve humanity’s environmental footprint is often a lack of political and 
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social acceptance indicating that environmental problems are often human problems (Coates, 

2003; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Matthies, 2017) not a lack of scientific understanding or 

technological ability. Social work has extensive experience working with humans that do not 

accept aspects of reality and perverse political systems . The IFSW urges social workers to 

‘be the change’ that should happen in the world and provides ideas that a social worker can 

use to minimise their ecological footprint (IFSW, 2020).  

Environmental wellbeing can be enhanced by some established social work principles 

such as resisting top down one size fits all solutions and instead seeking to be responsive and 

accommodating to specific local social, cultural and physical situations (Närhi & Matthies, 

2018; Rinkel & Powers, 2017; Stehlik, 2013; Sumihira, 2019). The work social workers do to 

address poverty, inequality and inadequate political representation, is important because these 

factors can reduce people’s ability to participate in transition to a more ecologically 

sustainable paradigm (Matthies, 2017). When individuals and communities do not expend all 

their resources on survival they gain power that enhances their ability to protect their local 

environment (Rambaree, 2013; Rambaree et al., 2019). 

The profession of social work also has precedence in facilitating change through 

political activism (IFSW, 2020; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Professional social workers are 

trained to understand the impact of defining a person or group as deserving or not deserving 

of help and understand the bureaucratic structures of governments, so should be involved in 

shaping governmental responses to an environmental problems and policy development 

(Lysack, 2015a; Matthies, 2017; Stehlik, 2013). Social workers are encouraged to increase 

their knowledge of the environment, environmental injustice, lobby for political change, 

make environmentally aware personal choices such as eating less meat and taking collective 

action (Berger, 1995). Social workers can run for public office, use social media to spread 
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information and participate in activism (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). They should be 

participating in policy advocacy, mediation between environmentalists and developers, 

networking and lobbying for intergenerational environmental justice (Hoff & Polack, 1993; 

Matthies, 2017; Ross, 2013). A global perspective must overcome nationalism and 

individualism for the successful protection of the environment (Coates, 2003; Zapf, 2010). 

Social work could be effective helping individuals and groups because social workers 

believe that people are able to re-create themselves and thus will be able to transition to a 

paradigm that benefits the wellbeing of the environment (Coates, 2003). Social workers are 

experienced in recognising people’s potential capability, supporting and assisting them to 

develop their abilities to protect the environment. People may resist accepting a new 

ecocentric paradigm because this awareness can cause people to feel despair, fear or grief 

about ecological damage (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Gray & Coates, 2015). Social workers 

have experience working to help others understand complex ideas like the environmental 

crisis and deal with the strong emotions that may arise.  

The ideas and skills that training in social work develops can be applied to enhance 

care for the environment such as solutions focused, strengths-based approaches, capacity for 

positive change, building resilience, valuing of Indigenous knowledge and culture, an eclectic 

and pragmatic approach to gathering evidence across disciplinary boundaries and recognising 

that change occurs at multiple levels from the individual up to the global (Bay, 2016; Coates, 

2003; Matthies, 2017). Social workers have the critical assessment skills to know which 

aspects of our current dominant paradigm are important to retain as we transition to a more 

ecologically beneficial way of being (Coates, 2003). Social workers are trained to use critical 

reflexivity and to examine the assumptions one has gained from one’s culture and personal 

experience even when the process can be uncomfortable and unsettling enabling them to 
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understand and adapt to a more sustainable way of being (Boetto, 2019; Rinkel & Powers, 

2017). Practitioners in rural and remote areas are aware of the deep attachment people have to 

place and its role in shaping a person’s identity and in providing a sense of belonging 

(Stehlik, 2013; Zapf, 2010). 

Ideas for Social Workers to Progress Environmental Wellbeing 

The social work profession is ethically obligated to support economic approaches that 

provide livelihoods to people, particularly those who have been marginalised. However, it is 

also essential to regenerate and support a healthy, robust natural environment that can 

continue to function in the future (Matthies et al., 2020). Currently many jobs are detrimental 

to the wellbeing of the environment and therefore ultimately, to people (Brady et al., 2019; 

Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017). However, people are often unaware of the range of options that 

could contribute to the development of a more ecocentric system (Jones, 2010). The literature 

provides examples of actions that social workers can take to increase environmental 

wellbeing and ecosystem awareness, as follows:  

• Encourage people to develop ecological literacy and to be aware of the existence and 

consequences of problems like extinction, pollution, habitat destruction and 

environmental disasters (Gray & Coates, 2015; Lysack, 2009);  

• Raise awareness of tools such as fair trade and consumer boycotts that pressure 

corporations to change (Coates, 2003); 

• Emphasise that being able to create, have positive relationships and helping others is 

more valuable than the acquisition of things (Hoff & Polack, 1993; McKinnon, 2013);  
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• Create a social context that encourages people to explore and critically examine the 

assumption of neoliberalism and supports resilience to the expectations of dominant 

socio-political influences (Bay, 2019; Dominelli, 2018); 

• Establish safe, supportive spaces where others are patient and understand the process 

of changing beliefs, values and practices can be internally confronting and slow (Gray 

& Coates, 2015; Powers & Engstrom, 2019); 

• Introduce ideas that challenge assumptions of neoliberalism, such as reducing the 

hours individuals spend pursuing the goals of profit creation, so that they have time 

and energy to participate in activities that benefit the environment, society and their 

own health; (Matthies et al., 2020);  

• Build social acceptance of emotional connection to nature. People’s motivation to use 

natural resources frugally and act to protect nature can be enhanced by developing 

biophilia (see glossary, p.15), as people will protect that which they love rather than 

exploiting it to realise economic value (Lysack, 2009, 2013; Närhi & Matthies, 2018).  

• Assist people to overcome perceptions of separateness by undertaking mindfulness 

activities in nature which help to develop consciousness of their relationship with the 

natural environment (Coates, 2003; Crews & Besthorn, 2016);  

• Adjust assessment tools to include environmental justice by asking about access to 

unpolluted water and air, and natural spaces (Zapf, 2010); 

• Help maintain the functionality of novel, more sustainable forms of organisations by 

facilitating communication among organisational members and resolving crises 

(Matthies et al., 2020);  
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• Aid change by applying social work skills in assessment, analysis, planning, 

community development, governance, networking and building collaborations (Bay, 

2016; Ross, 2013) and 

• Empower people with community organisation, advocacy and activism so they can 

create legislative change (Fernandez, 2019; Shepard, 2013). 

Increasing the empirical evidence base for social work practitioners is important 

because it ensures best practice and builds respect for social work as a profession (Beddoe, 

2010). Social workers should be doing research which includes looking for small scale 

experimental projects that enhance environmental and social outcomes (Hoff & Polack, 

1993). These projects may not fit either the private free market or a government model as 

both have been problematic in progressing environmental wellbeing (Izlar, 2019b). Matthies 

et al. (2020, p. 1) refer to the interventions that benefit the natural environment and society as 

‘ecosocial innovations’. They note that these projects may invest business profits in 

benefiting the community and provide work or other opportunities for involvement to people 

marginalised from the workforce (Matthies et al., 2020). 

Transition towards an ecocentric paradigm will be a process of developing new ways 

do things and social workers should imagine what an ideal alternative system would be like 

and seek to use their organisational skills to bring the ideal into reality and maintain it (Izlar, 

2019b). Given the current dominance of anthropocentric modernist perspective within the 

profession (Boetto, 2019) it may be that many social workers will begin recognising the value 

of the environment through the concept of environmental justice. Therefore instances where 

environmental justice is enhanced will be noted though the end is ecocentrism. 
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Groups from across the world are developing alternative economic models that 

benefit the environment, community and other cultural perspectives (Dylan et al., 2013; 

Peeters, 2017). Social work scholars are beginning to assess these alternatives to identify how 

social work practice can be improved. Research has been published on transition towns, 

housing co-operatives, micro-credits, renewable energy, permaculture, community gardens, 

food co-ops and community supported agriculture (Bay, 2013, 2016; Boddy & Ramsay, 

2017; Gray & Coates, 2015; Izlar, 2019b; Närhi & Matthies, 2018; Shepard, 2013). 

Permaculture is a way to design sustainable food production that also includes social 

wellbeing aspects (Boddy & Ramsay, 2017). Permaculture techniques like mixed planting, 

building soil fertility organically and capacity to adapt to local micro-climates mean it is 

often used in community and home gardens (Morrow, 2006). Food co-ops, community 

supported agriculture, housing cooperatives and renewable energy schemes utilise the power 

of a collective to support sustainable initiatives. For example, a group of people share the 

economic risks of farming by agreeing to pay farmers a pre-set amount for a share of the 

harvest (van der Pas & De Vries, 2019) or reducing costs of solar installation by organising 

for multiple homes to be done at once (Bay, 2013).Transition Towns is an international 

movement that provides information about strategies that reduce reliance on fossil fuels and 

address climate change (Bay, 2013). Different communities, including towns, regions and 

local council areas may choose to use all the techniques previously mentioned and others that 

help build a context that provides opportunities and empowers residents to make more 

environmentally sustainable choices (Bay, 2013). Other economic philosophies such as 

Raworth’s doughnut economics, degrowth and commons are being assessed by social 

workers (Matthies et al., 2020; Peeters, 2017). These theories include environmental and 

social concerns into economics. ‘Degrowth’ is a movement that challenges the assumption 

that social justice is achieved through perpetual economic growth (Powers & Peeters, 2019; 
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Powers et al., 2019). Raworth (2017) developed ‘Doughnut Economics’ which uses the work 

of Steffen et al. (2015) on ecological systems to create an upper boundary to economic 

activity identifying the amount of resources that can be safely used to address human 

inequality and alleviate poverty. Peeters (2017) discusses alternatives to individualised, 

private ownership and control of resources as a way to improve the common good and Silva 

and Madureira (2019) suggests paying for ecosystem services such as clean water, fresh air, 

land stabilization, flood mitigation and maintenance of biodiversity. It is important to add to 

the evidence base for social work to think and act in ways that are environmentally 

sustainable (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). Exploring the activities of hybrid organisations is a 

way to increase the profession of social work’s capacity to improve environmental wellbeing. 

Review of Literature on Hybrid Organisations  

The following section explores a model of business that for the purposes of this 

research project will be referred to as a hybrid model. The section will begin with the 

methodological information specific to this narrative literature review. This will be followed 

by information obtained about what hybrid businesses are and finally an assessment of the 

strengths and weaknesses of using a hybrid business model to increase wellbeing.  

Hybrid Organisations Literature Search Methods 

As the concept of hybrid businesses and the language used to describe them is unclear 

(Doherty et al., 2014; Geobey & Harji, 2014; Iizuka et al., 2015; Sabatini, 2009) it is 

important to create a clear description of hybrid businesses and the ways that they influence 

environmental and social wellbeing. While some hybrid organisations may concentrate 

specifically on social outcomes (McEwan et al., 2010; Roy et al., 2014) or on environmental 
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outcomes (Basuki, 2015; Duarte Alonso, 2010), this research focuses on organisations that 

seek to improve both environmental and social wellbeing.  

As advised by Cronin et al. (2008) after reviewing the title and abstract, the article 

was skimmed to help identify if it should be included or not, before a closer more critical 

reading was undertaken. Due to alternative interpretations of many terms associated with 

hybrid organisations (Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015; Geobey & Harji, 2014; Jones & Mucha, 

2014; Lim, 2016; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015), this step was particularly important.  

An initial literature search from 2007-2017 was undertaken to identify papers that 

studied hybrid organisations, which are defined as those that have environmental and social 

goals and derive the majority of their funds through self- funding activities such as selling 

goods or services. The search was undertaken again after data collection and analysis to cover 

the time between 2017 up until 2020. Boolean operators and keywords were used to search 

the electronic databases of Cinahl Plus, Web of Science, Scopus, Social Service Abstracts, 

informit, Science Direct, Business Source Complete. The search terms used were:  

(wellbeing OR "well-being" OR "well being”) AND ("hybrid organi*ation*" 

OR "hybrid business*” OR "fourth sector" OR "triple bottom line" OR "B 

corp*" OR "impact invest*" OR "sustain* business" OR “social enterpri*e”) 

Environ* AND social AND ("hybrid organi*ation*" OR "hybrid business*” 

OR "fourth sector" OR "triple bottom line" OR "B corp*" OR "impact 

invest*" OR "sustain* business" OR “social enterpri*e”) 

green* AND social AND ("hybrid organi*ation*" OR "hybrid business*” OR 

"fourth sector" OR "triple bottom line" OR "B corp*" OR "impact invest*" 

OR "sustain* business" OR “social enterpri*e”) 
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While a research librarian was consulted, an iterative process of reviewing initial 

articles to expand the keywords for searching proved more helpful (Arksey & O'Malley, 

2005; Cronin et al., 2008). Due to cost and time constraints, only English language articles 

were considered. Where the database allowed the following automatic filters were applied: 

Key words or Abstract only, Academic/Scholarly, Peer Reviewed, No Book Review, No 

Magazine Article and Last 10 years. If the database did not have these filters, I applied the 

criteria during revision of the abstracts for relevancy.  

Two categories of databases were consulted, the sustainable enterprise databases 

(Carter, 2017) and human services and social work (Henderson, 2017) resulting in the nine 

databases searched (see Table 1). Relevant references from articles were also consulted.  

Table 1 

Databases Researched 

Social Work Database Sustainable Business Data Base 

CINAHL Plus Informit 

Web of Science Science Direct 

Scopus Business Source Complete (via EBSCO 

Host) 

PsychINFO (via Ovid) ABI/INFORM Collection (ProQuest) 

Social Services Abstracts (via ProQuest)  

 

A variety of mostly qualitative methodologies were utilised by researchers from 

various backgrounds but particularly economics, business and management generally in 

either America or Europe. Researchers from disciplines that claim a concern for community 
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welfare like social work (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2010) are not well 

represented, despite the fact that improving environmental and social wellbeing is an integral 

part of hybrid business’ identity (Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015; Jones & Mucha, 2014; Mitchell 

et al., 2012).  

Hybrid Organisations are Heterogeneous  

Even within the parameters previously used in the search criteria to define hybrid 

business organisations, there was great variety in the way these businesses were described. 

Terms used when referring to these types of organisations differ, possibly because the 

business form is not defined in many legal jurisdictions (Hatzl et al., 2016; Iizuka et al., 

2015). There are also cultural differences which influence what actions are undertaken by the 

sector and how to improve practices (Barraket & Collyer, 2010). In the United States of 

America (USA), hybrid organisations are more closely aligned with for-profit business but 

are viewed as developments of the community sector in countries with a strong welfare 

system such as the United Kingdom and Australia (Barraket & Collyer, 2010; Raynolds et al., 

2014; Sterling, 2012). Other terms used include: the fourth sector (Eversole, 2013; Sabeti, 

2011), for benefit organisations or B-Corporations (Castellas et al., 2019; Honeyman, 2014; 

Jones & Donmoyer, 2015; Lamb & McHenry, 2013; Sabeti, 2011), social enterprise (Akemu 

et al., 2016; Doherty et al., 2014; Jones & Donmoyer, 2015; Lamb & McHenry, 2013) 

sustainability entrepreneurial enterprises (Parrish & Foxon, 2009), enterprising community 

activities (Barraket & Collyer, 2010),community enterprise (Barraket et al., 2017) social 

business (Iizuka et al., 2015), Fair Trade (Arnould et al., 2009; Bacon, 2010), alternative 

trade (Arnould et al., 2009) profit for purpose (Barraket et al., 2017) affirmative business 

(Crawford-Spencer & Cantatore, 2016) or organisations that use triple bottom line accounting 

(Gold & Heikkurinen, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2008, 2012). Hybrid organisations can also 
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include autonomously governed for-profits which are set up by not-for-profits to provide 

them with financial support (Jones & Donmoyer, 2015). Traits associated with such 

organisations include creating ethical products and services, paying employees above the 

award rate, valuing limited but stable growth, investing to grow community education, 

increasing resilience and supporting environmental health for their suppliers, staff and other 

stakeholders (Avery & Hooper, 2017; Haigh & Hoffman, 2012). Their activities may be 

described as corporate social investing (Avery & Hooper, 2017), corporate social 

responsibility (Arora et al., 2016; Bammi & Singh, 2014), cause orientated marketing and 

purchasing (Chun, 2016), venture philanthropy (Sabeti, 2011), philanthrocapitalism (Bishop 

& Green, 2015), triple bottom line accountability (Arora et al., 2016; Bammi & Singh, 2014; 

Mitchell et al., 2012), or triple P (planet, people, profit) (Zappettini & Unerman, 2016). 

Though there are exceptions (Iizuka et al., 2015), hybrid businesses tend to be 

concerned with the broad impact of the business on the environment, suppliers, workers, the 

community and customers rather than only profit growth for owners and shareholders 

(Bammi & Singh, 2014; Barraket et al., 2017; Betit, 2008; Crawford-Spencer & Cantatore, 

2016; Haigh & Hoffman, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2012; Roy et al., 2013; Sabeti, 2011). They 

may advocate for other companies such as suppliers to change, or even avoid working with 

companies that do not share the same values (Avery & Hooper, 2017; Kogg & Mont, 2012). 

Defining values include honesty, integrity, care, respect, a long term outlook and a serious 

commitment to continuous improvement in areas including labour, human rights, 

environmental and sustainability (Betit, 2008). 

The traits associated with hybrid organisations would appear to be a disadvantage 

when competing in a market dominated by a neoliberal economic philosophy that promotes 

anthropocentrism, materialism and the valuing of success in monetary terms (Besthorn, 



69 

 

2013). However, the Body Shop, Ben and Jerry’s Ice-cream and Patagonia became successful 

businesses whilst they were still operating under a hybrid model (Bayle-Cordier, Mirvis, 

Moingeon, 2015; Weinberg, 1998). Organisations that include social wellbeing were reported 

to be increasing in number across many nations and have attracted billions of dollars (Shier & 

Van-Du, 2018). Having a private source of income may provide organisations more 

flexibility and freedom to respond to local community needs compared to government 

funding (Barraket et al., 2019; Berzin et al., 2015; Nandan et al., 2015; Shier & Van-Du, 

2018). 

Important Contextual Factors that Influence Most Hybrid Organisations  

Though still not accepted by the business community as a legitimate model (Arora et 

al., 2016; Jones & Mucha, 2014; Kucukvar et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012), improving 

environmental and social wellbeing through business is an old idea which may have always 

existed but with different labels (Barraket, 2016; Barraket et al., 2017; Farmer et al., 2016; 

Iizuka et al., 2015; Sabeti, 2011). Wassily Leontif used his research from the 1930s to 

develop the economic input- output (EIO) model that was included in the Ecological 

Footprint and Elkington’s 1987 Triple Bottom Line Theory (Jones & Mucha, 2014; Kucukvar 

et al., 2014). Fair Trade grew from a Catholic youth charity founded in 1959 (Arnould et al., 

2009). Environmental and social activists from the 1970s and into the present, contributed to 

changes that benefited hybrid organisations such as greater acceptance of renewable energy, 

providing networking opportunities and pressure for sustainable and humane supply chains 

(Akemu et al., 2016; Avery & Hooper, 2017; Kogg & Mont, 2012). Methods continue to be 

invented and refined to guide hybrid businesses and evaluate their progress (Arora et al., 

2016; Bocken et al., 2013).  
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All organisations exist within social constructs and should conform to legislation. 

Despite having a long history there remains a lack of recognition legally and by the public, 

that is challenging for many hybrid organisations (Barraket & Collyer, 2010; Bayle-Cordier 

et al., 2015). This is explored in the following section.  

Legal Context Around Hybrid Organisations. Legislation that provides a legal 

category for hybrid businesses does not exist everywhere and the existing legislation is not 

perfect (Crawford-Spencer & Cantatore, 2016; Hazenberg et al., 2016). Jurisdictions in 

Australia that provide support for this model are the states of Victoria, Tasmania and Western 

Australia and while the Howard, Gillard and Rudd Federal administrations provided some 

funding, the action of the current administration is more likely to inhibit new hybrid 

businesses (Barraket et al., 2017; Barraket et al., 2019; State Government of Victoria, 2017). 

Notable international examples of legislation that supports hybrid organisational models are 

Scotland and Britain (Hazenberg et al., 2016; Iizuka et al., 2015; Nicholls, 2010; Raynolds et 

al., 2014). In other places such as the United States of America (USA), organisations have 

adopted voluntary standards (Raynolds et al., 2014). While several local governments are 

supportive of businesses with a hybrid model, the Queensland state government has yet to 

enact legislation to acknowledge the model.  

The terminology and structure of the sector is confusing as founders of hybrid 

organisations create different and innovative ways to navigate the narrow legal categories 

such as a for-profit or not-for-profit binary and find methods to be able to compete effectively 

with for-profits and not-for-profits (Crawford-Spencer & Cantatore, 2016; Doherty et al., 

2014; Hazenberg et al., 2016; Iizuka et al., 2015; Lim & Endo, 2016; Sabeti, 2011). 

Compromises are often made to fit into legislative structures restricting the establishment of 

organisations that seek to improve wellbeing (Barraket et al., 2010; Barraket et al., 2017; 
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Sabeti, 2011). As well as recognising this category of business, governments could help by 

facilitating networking and educational opportunities and creating legislation that makes all 

business accountable for the environmental and social impact it generates (Arnould et al., 

2009; Bammi & Singh, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014; Hatzl et al., 2016). While many 

governments may have failed to recognise hybrid organisations legislatively there seems to 

be greater support of hybrid organisations as a way to reduce government obligations for 

community welfare as there is government encouragement for the not-for profit sector to 

become both self-funding and provide welfare services (Barraket, 2016; Doherty et al., 2014; 

Roy et al., 2013). In Australia, Mason and Barraket (2015) found the political centre left 

politicised the hybrid model popularising it as the way to improve social inclusion through 

employment.  This tendency to see the approach as a political construct is viewed with 

concern by researchers who maintain it is better for hybrid organisations to assist, not replace 

government in providing public services (Barraket, 2016; Roy et al., 2013). Researchers also 

caution against dominant political ideology becoming too influential in shaping hybrid 

businesses (Barraket, 2016; Barraket & Collyer, 2010; Hazenberg et al., 2016). 

Public Support for Hybrid Organisations. The scope of hybrid businesses is broad 

and this leads to a large variation in stakeholders. People may work or volunteer with a 

hybrid business to gain skills (Ferguson et al., 2018; Sterling, 2012) and because it provides 

an income (Iizuka et al., 2015) or the organisation is more sensitive to specific cultural needs 

(Barraket & Yousefpour, 2013; Spencer et al., 2016). Foundations and religious groups may 

establish a hybrid business to advance their missions (Barraket et al., 2017; Sterling, 2012). 

The need for a product or service such as a garbage collection may stimulate a community to 

collaborate and establish a business to provide the service (Tello-Rozas, 2016). Hybrid 

organisations may be supported by managers because it is financially beneficial to use 
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resources efficiently (Betit, 2008) or it provides a market advantage (Avery & Hooper, 2017; 

Gillespie & Rogers, 2016).  

Many people are also motivated to become involved in this sector to improve 

wellbeing. Susan Murcott is an example of an individual who was motivated to improve the 

wellbeing of people in Ghana by starting a hybrid business that provided access to clean 

water (Nelson et al., 2013). The hybrid model of business also provides the opportunity for 

socially aware people to use their purchase power to create a more equitable world (Arnould 

et al., 2009; Bammi & Singh, 2014; Gillespie & Rogers, 2016). The proportion of Fair Trade 

goods being sold is significant and is increasing and it is reported that people will commit 

more time and money to support businesses that have a social or environmental benefit 

(Arnould et al., 2009; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015). In addition, there are growing numbers 

of investors providing funding for hybrid organisation because they are seeking to realise 

environmental, social and financial benefits (Gillespie & Rogers, 2016; Wood & Hagerman, 

2010). For example, Fair Phone gained free support from industry experts and in one year 

was able to sell 25,000, €325 phones before the phones were even manufactured (Akemu et 

al., 2016). Cooke, in Avery and Hooper (2017), reported that developing a culture of social 

responsibility is the reason his organisation continues to grow when their industry is 

shrinking. If continued, these trends will lead to a systemic change as other businesses copy 

hybrid businesses to attract and keep customers and investors (Akemu et al., 2016; Haigh & 

Hoffman, 2012).  

While the hybrid model is being viewed as a method to improve outcomes for people 

who are poor (Iizuka et al., 2015; Roy et al., 2013) the support of environmental and social 

goals does not appear to be as strong among those with low incomes (Bammi & Singh, 2014; 

Iizuka et al., 2015; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015). Supporting environmental and social 



73 

 

standards can increase costs and complexity and reduce flexibility so hybrid business’ 

services and products may be perceived as luxuries for the rich (Bammi & Singh, 2014; 

Doherty et al., 2014; Iizuka et al., 2015; Kogg & Mont, 2012). As those who are likely to 

gain the most benefit from hybrid organisations value these businesses least seems somewhat 

paradoxical and it may be that people on low incomes do value environmental and social 

wellbeing though they cannot afford to support it financially.  

Methods of Hybrid Business Organisations 

The literature indicates that there are a wide range of determinants influencing hybrid 

business outcomes from internal factors such as personality traits of managers, organisational 

culture, identity, type and size (Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015; Doherty et al., 2014; Hatzl et al., 

2016) and external factors like the role of regulatory bodies, financial investment, supply 

chain management, customer expectations and marketing (Geobey & Harji, 2014; Gold & 

Heikkurinen, 2013; Jones & Donmoyer, 2015).  

Flat Organisational Structure. The collective sense of responsibility for the 

organisation is a defining characteristic of hybrid organisations and is created by including 

many stakeholders in decision-making (Akemu et al., 2016; Avery & Hooper, 2017; Betit, 

2008; Doherty et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012; Roy et al., 2014). These business models 

tend to use consensus decision-making and collaborative techniques to ensure the opinions of 

employees are heard (Avery & Hooper, 2017; Betit, 2008; Mitchell et al., 2012). Distributed 

agency provides greater psychological and material support to those in leadership roles 

(Akemu et al., 2016; Roy et al., 2014). It may also encourage more innovation and 

experimentation within the organisation (Berzin et al., 2015). Loyalty is increased as people 
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believe their work is meaningful and thus they often want to stay involved with the 

organisation (Avery & Hooper, 2017). 

Social Connection. Most hybrid businesses also have broad social networks from the 

time of establishment of the organisations. Founders create supportive social networks among 

stakeholders to gain resources and support (Akemu et al., 2016; Bammi & Singh, 2014; 

Barraket et al., 2019; Dhakal, 2014; Haigh & Hoffman, 2012; Hatzl et al., 2016; Lyth et al., 

2017; Parrish & Foxon, 2009). Meaningful social connections can be rewarding to 

participants and may increase participation (McKinnon et al., 2020). Borrowing equipment 

and using the facilities of other organisations can allow a small hybrid organisation to grow 

when it only has a small budget (Spencer et al., 2016). Social networking enables new 

organisations to overcome barriers faced by doing business in remote locations (Barraket et 

al., 2019; Spencer et al., 2016) Networks can provide organisations with support financially, 

with expertise, general advice and labour.  

Value of Learning. Hybrid businesses often have to create their business protocols 

and structure through an iterative learning process of implementation, review and planning 

(Iizuka et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2012) and this creates an environment where the benefits 

of learning are valued. The collection of environmental, social and financial information in 

line with integrated or triple bottom line reporting can assist this process by stimulating 

thought and informing planning (Jones & Mucha, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012; Zappettini & 

Unerman, 2016). Progress may also be made through the process of applying values to each 

decision and committing to doing the right thing in each case (Betit, 2008). Sometimes 

following values creates new models for business such as the green tags scheme developed to 

support community renewable energy business ‘Native Energy’ (Parrish & Foxon, 2009). 

The process of learning on the job is an intrinsic part to the hybrid business model. 
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Open Management Style. Hybrid organisations often model an open, co-operative 

approach to business. They may use open source techniques that enable anyone, including 

consumers and enthusiasts, to fix or improve their products (Akemu et al., 2016; Sabeti, 

2011). The model utilised by Fair Phone exemplifies this, the development of the phone was 

crowd funded, the operating software is open source and was improved by engineers who did 

not work at Fair Phone and users are encouraged to upgrade both hardware and software 

when necessary (Akemu et al., 2016). Information sharing is also enhanced by inclusive 

information distribution about project outcomes and the organisation’s performance. The 

ideas of employees and other stakeholders are viewed as a resource for business 

improvement; a way to enable more informed decisions and ensure the company has a greater 

chance at success (Avery & Hooper, 2017; Bammi & Singh, 2014). To encourage employees 

to share their information, managers may keep an open door, engage employees in everyday 

conversation and reduce physical and social distance by locating their work space among the 

other workers (Avery & Hooper, 2017).  

Identity and Marketing. Using storytelling to place the organisation in a favourable 

context is found to be important to hybrid businesses in a number of ways. Creating an 

emotionally powerful story can ensure media coverage and public support that encourages 

other businesses to invest in a start-up hybrid businesses (Akemu et al., 2016). Developing a 

clear message can enhance credibility and support among investors and other stakeholders 

(Haigh & Hoffman, 2012; Parrish & Foxon, 2009; Sabeti, 2011; Wyborn, 2015). People often 

prefer to do business with organisations that have an identity that they can relate to (Avery & 

Hooper, 2017; Bammi & Singh, 2014; Lyth et al., 2017; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015).  

A risk for the hybrid business model is when other businesses appropriate and 

reinterpret the hybrid business’ organisational terminology to ‘green wash’ their image, gain 
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public and or financial support and/or raise prices (Barraket & Collyer, 2010; Bayle-Cordier 

et al., 2015; Bocken et al., 2013; Gold & Heikkurinen, 2013; Jones & Mucha, 2014; Lim & 

Endo, 2016; McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015; Mitchell, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2012; Swanson & 

Zhang, 2012; Zappettini & Unerman, 2016). It can be difficult for people to identify 

organisations that have an authentic commitment to environmental and social wellbeing 

(McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015). A number of structures exist to help differentiate valid hybrid 

organisations. The Fair Trade Labelling Organizations International is an umbrella group that 

administers the certification of products with the Fair Trade label (Arnould et al., 2009). B-

Corporation provides a business education and support program for organisations that have 

met environmental, social and financial standards (Haigh & Hoffman, 2012). The 

International Integrated Report Council (IIRC) has developed guidelines for environmental, 

social and financial reporting (Zappettini & Unerman, 2016).  

Benefits of Hybrid Business Organisations  

This section examines further some of the key benefits of hybrid organisations. These 

include social, environmental benefits and their ability to bring about change. 

Social Benefits.  Hybrid organisations aim to create a sense of belonging (Iizuka et 

al., 2015; McKinnon et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2013) leading to a supportive community that 

can help people overcome feelings of social isolation. Hybrid organisations may also plan 

activities to improve social connection for individuals and disadvantaged communities are 

often stated as an outcome by hybrid organisations (Lamb & McHenry, 2013; McKinnon et 

al., 2020; Nicholls, 2010; Parrish & Foxon, 2009; Roy et al., 2017).  

Additionally, the methods used to structure and run hybrid organisations can have 

positive social outcomes for those involved. The flat business structure decreases exclusion 
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based on categories such as client/employee/manager and it gives people the motivation to 

become more familiar with reports, strategy and management and knowledgeable about the 

business resulting in increasingly sophisticated decisions (Betit, 2008; Doherty et al., 2014; 

Mitchell et al., 2012). Involving and valuing people’s contributions in the decision making 

helps to improve employee feelings of efficacy, increase organisational engagement and 

encourages thought about the impact of the business on the rest of the world (Avery & 

Hooper, 2017; Bammi & Singh, 2014; Betit, 2008; Mitchell et al., 2012). An example is the 

policy of Fair Trade organisations to share market information throughout farmer co-

operatives, rather than keeping the market information a secret, as for profit traders do 

(Arnould et al., 2009).  

Improvements of wellbeing for employees of hybrid organisations include 

overcoming health challenges. It has been found that undertaking employment in holistic 

work places helps prevent problems arising from people with vulnerabilities like drug abuse, 

mental illness or homelessness (Roy et al., 2017). Other protective health factors associated 

with hybrid organisations include a sense of belonging, feeling responsible for something that 

is valid and worthwhile and being treated as a valuable individual (Avery & Hooper, 2017; 

Iizuka et al., 2015; McKinnon et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2012; Roy et al., 2013). Such 

health benefits of hybrid business organisations are additional to workplace health and safety 

and illness prevention programs such as healthy life styles and screening that are also 

undertaken by such hybrid organisations (Betit, 2008). 

However, wellbeing may also rise from having an income and hybrid organisations 

may seek to create opportunities for disadvantaged groups to gain an income (Arnould et al., 

2009; Barraket et al., 2017; Iizuka et al., 2015; McKinnon et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2017). 

Under Fair Trade and similar hybrid business models, producers receive a higher price for 
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their goods but part of the money is allocated to community development initiatives such as 

schools, health care and environmental sustainability (Arnould et al., 2009). Producers that 

participate in Fair Trade co-operatives have a higher income than those that do not, their 

health is likely to be better and their children are more likely to attend school (Arnould et al., 

2009). Another variation used by non-profits to create job opportunities to assist people out 

of poverty is the micro or tandem franchise which provides individuals with training and 

support to run small for-profit businesses (Crawford-Spencer & Cantatore, 2016). Hybrid 

businesses can include increasing job skills for their employees and volunteers as an aspect of 

work, so they will provide paid or unpaid work opportunities for employees to learn and take 

on new responsibilities (Barraket et al., 2019). However, the benefit to wellbeing is not 

limited to the amount of money an individual is paid. Wellbeing is impacted by societal 

norms and systemic factors, which in Australia, stigmatise unemployed people while placing 

a high value on working (McKinnon et al., 2020). 

Hybrid businesses benefits also extend to communities, providing local jobs, 

resources and services to marginalised people or in geographic areas that lack services, 

examples include culturally sensitive support service, banking, theatres and medical services 

(Barraket et al., 2017; Spencer et al., 2016). Versions of the hybrid organisational model are 

also supported by international aid and donor organisations seeking to improve outcomes for 

communities in poor countries (Sterling, 2012). As hybrid organisations are not always 

concerned with maximising profit they can have a significant impact on social wellbeing.  

Environmental Benefit. The complexities around accurately measuring and 

assessing environmental activity and outcomes may cause much of the work that benefits 

environmental wellbeing to be unreported (McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015; Roy et al., 2017). 

This begins with differing definitions of actions that should be taken for environmental 
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wellbeing. For example, many companies plant trees to offset pollution when a better practice 

would be to redesign practices so pollution is minimised or omitted altogether (Avery & 

Hooper, 2017). Additionally, some practices that benefit the environment are introduced 

because they are financially beneficial. For example, Carris Industries has practiced reducing, 

re-using and recycling for over 50 years while still a conventional for-profit because it saved 

money (Betit, 2008). Some hybrid organisations may undertake work with direct 

environmental outcomes like environmental retrofits for buildings, design of green space and 

grounds-keeping services, but the literature only emphasises the social benefit (Roy et al., 

2017). Fairphone’s construction of a supply chain that improves the health and working 

conditions of miners and metal workers and development of a phone that is easy to repair and 

recycle would have had environmental benefits that were not identified in the literature 

(Akemu et al., 2016; Biedenkopf et al., 2019). 

There are several ways that hybrid organisations contribute to environmental 

wellbeing that were acknowledged in the literature. Many hybrid organisations that use Fair 

Trade models encourage producers to keep high environmental standards by paying up to 15 

percent more for dual certified organic/Fair Trade coffee and buyers will commit to a contract 

that provides 60 percent of the cost up front (Arnould et al., 2009, p. 188). Rede Asta sells 

artisanal products that reuse or contain recycled materials (Iizuka et al., 2015) while others 

provide environmental benefit by seeking to reduce food miles by supporting local producers 

(McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015). Even small changes in the production of goods and services 

for the home consumer could have a large impact as this activity is reported to have the 

largest environmental impact (Kucukvar et al., 2014). Government policy that promotes 

environmental benefits such as use of renewable energy and waste minimisation has been 
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able to provide hybrid businesses the opportunity to create environmentally beneficial 

services and products (Barraket et al., 2017).  

The inclusion of the environment in the hybrid business model seems to have 

improved outcomes for the environment. Fair Trade organisations were notably active in 

encouraging farmers to enhance environmental wellbeing through education and financial 

benefits (Arnould et al., 2009). Of the environmental benefits reported there were both 

intentional and incidental benefits. Intentional environmental benefits included using recycled 

materials (Betit, 2008; Iizuka et al., 2015) and provision of services such as building retrofits 

(Roy et al., 2017). Though in both these examples the environmental benefits are paired with 

either financial or social outcomes, such as saving money or providing work experience. 

While it is reported that other hybrid businesses can encourage concern about the natural 

environment (Iizuka et al., 2015) the details about how this achieved was limited. 

In other situations the environmental benefits were implied rather than stated as an 

outcome. In the Fair Phone example (Akemu et al., 2016) the attainment of social goals had 

incidental benefits to environmental wellbeing because the phones could be easily fixed, 

upgraded and recycled and suppliers that provided safe working conditions (a concept 

inclusive of an unpolluted environment) were favoured. Generally, the literature on hybrid 

organisations that value both environmental and social wellbeing provided more detail about 

social wellbeing. This is likely a reflection of the domination of the anthropocentric focus 

that values the natural environment in terms of the benefits nature has to people. Including 

ideas that arise from an ecocentric focus may be a challenge better met by literature focusing 

exclusively on environmental wellbeing, though both perspectives are important and ought to 

be included in reports about organisations that seek to explore both environmental and social 

wellbeing. 
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Creating Change. The existence of hybrid businesses challenges the norms 

developed from narrow, linear thinking that legitimise the separation of for-profit activity 

from responsibility for environmental and social welfare (Berzin et al., 2015; Parrish & 

Foxon, 2009). The business sector uses a substantive amount of the world’s environmental 

resources (Egilmez et al., 2013; Kucukvar & Tatari, 2013). The theory of capitalism places it 

at odds with environmental and social wellbeing and a new approach that will establish 

sustainable justice and equity is essential (Clark et al., 2018). Some authors writing about 

hybrid businesses hope that the success of the hybrid model will lead to this alternative value 

system being adopted by political leaders and all businesses before the wellbeing of the 

environment and society declines to a crisis point where business has no other choice (Akemu 

et al., 2016; Barraket & Collyer, 2010; Barraket et al., 2017; Haigh & Hoffman, 2014; Lim & 

Endo, 2016; McNeill & Silseth, 2015). In the hybrid business model, promoting 

environmental and social wellbeing outcomes are as integral to organisational identity and are 

as important as measures of success, as the for-profit activities such as selling products or 

services (Amanatidou et al., 2015; Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015; Genus & Theobald, 2016). As 

the hybrid model still addresses the sale of products and services it may be perceived as more 

relevant to those with a capitalist view and may be more successful than other movements for 

change (Kucukvar et al., 2014; Parrish & Foxon, 2009).  

Other types of change led by management may include time off for volunteering and 

matching donations to charity (Avery & Hooper, 2017). At the Rede Asta organisation, the 

direct sales staff are described as advocates due to the way they use the environmental and 

societal benefits that the organisation achieves to encourage people to support the company 

and buy the products (Iizuka et al., 2015). Employees that experience even small successes in 

creating a difference in the context of work were reported to be more likely to encourage 
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people to support change in other contexts (Mitchell et al., 2012). Change that begins with the 

minds of individuals involved in a hybrid business can modify their interactions with people 

outside the organisation, encouraging the sharing of ideas to enhance change (Lyth et al., 

2017; Mitchell et al., 2012). The business may share knowledge of benefits derived from 

reduced resource use and progress towards environmental sustainability and this may 

encourage employees to enact these behaviours at home (Betit, 2008). 

The experience of those working in public health indicates that change is more likely 

if it addresses determinants on multiple levels (Jirojwong & Liamputtong, 2009; Nutbeam & 

Harris, 2004). The hybrid business model shows the potential to pressure for change on a 

variety of levels, such as the mind of the individual, changing the system (eg. better policy), 

seeking to change the minds of the powerful within a system and through radical protest 

(Lamb & McHenry, 2013; Onyx et al., 2010). The hybrid business model seems likely to be 

useful to people seeking systemic change. 

Challenges for Hybrid Business Organisations 

Due to the diversity in purpose, structure and expectations surrounding hybrid 

businesses they can face a variety of challenges that either apply to a specific organisation or 

the whole hybrid business sector. An example is that the small size of many hybrid 

organisations makes it difficult for them to comply with the legislative obligations of 

corporate responsibility developed for large businesses; rather the accountability for small 

hybrid organisations is maintained because of the strong interconnection with the local 

community which means their activity is more widely known locally (McCaffrey & Kurland, 

2015). A small Australian study found that hybrid organisations can face conflicting demands 

from their wide variety of stakeholders and often lack resources to address the demands 
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(Barraket & Yousefpour, 2013). Organisations may face conflict between participants over 

the allocation of resources towards environmental, social and financial returns (Stubbs, 

2019). Some hybrid organisations including the Greek Time Bank, and community solar 

schemes that rely on recipients to give free labour to ensure provision of a benefit for 

themselves and others in the community have found it difficult to retain a long term 

commitment to the activity (Amanatidou et al., 2015; Genus & Theobald, 2016; Lim & Endo, 

2016). It can be difficult for hybrid organisations to measure results, particularly 

environmental and social outcomes and conflict can arise when trying to determine the 

optimal level of compromise between obtaining increased wellbeing or increased profit 

(Barraket & Yousefpour, 2013; Doherty et al., 2014; Iizuka et al., 2015; McCaffrey & 

Kurland, 2015). Furthermore, as hybrid organisations seek investment to grow or change 

upper management, the external norm of maximising financial profit can come to undermine 

environmental and social aspects of the company’s mission (Ahi & Searcy, 2015; Bacon, 

2010; Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015). Financial outcomes may come to outweigh environmental 

and social wellbeing because a lack of environmental and social success may impede 

financial success, but financial failure will cause the business to end (Arora et al., 2016; 

Iizuka et al., 2015). These examples are internal organisational challenges.  

A second challenge is created by the lack of a legal framework for the hybrid business 

that often results in hybrid organisations having to compromise and register as a for-profit or 

a not-for-profit business (Sabeti, 2011). This uncertainty may discourage start-ups and allow 

organisations to misrepresent their levels of environmental and social achievement (Mitchell, 

2013). If there was a requirement to provide comprehensive reporting on environmental and 

social wellbeing from all business, this would enable hybrid businesses to realise their full 

advantage above the for-profit business. Making such reporting mainstream would need to be 



84 

 

accompanied with clear and simple reporting methods that are cheap and easy to follow for 

smaller sized organisations. Another benefit of this information is that it may reduce internal 

conflict about the balance between wellbeing and financial goals. An additional potential 

benefit, that of educating the public of the true costs of production, was alluded to by Cooke 

in Avery and Hooper (2017) who stated that ‘Most people aren’t aware that many goods can 

be produced cheaply only because of extensive slave labor’ (p.40). Scientific reports such as 

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) provide support for extending this sentiment to 

include the fact that cheap goods can only be produced due to degradation of the 

environment. Therefore, providing a legal framework that creates a favourable structure for 

hybrid businesses has broad benefits. 

Other challenges may come from the context that surrounds a hybrid organisation. 

The literature seems to indicate that once people understand the concept of a hybrid business 

there will be strong support (Chun, 2016; Lim, 2016; Spencer et al., 2016) but in Australia 

there are few people who understand the concept of the hybrid business model (Barraket et 

al., 2010; Eversole, 2013). Hybrid businesses can also fail to gain sufficient support if their 

potential customer base values the cheapest prices or the conventional product provides more 

desirable attributes (Lim, 2016). Unlike organisations that fail using the dominant business 

model, failures of known hybrid businesses are used by critics to discredit the effectiveness 

of the entire hybrid business model, undermining public and business support for all hybrid 

businesses (Lim, 2016). The hybrid business model does not solve every problem. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Using Business to Improving Wellbeing 

The business sector has potential to improve environmental and social wellbeing. 

Authors reviewed agree that socio-economic factors arising from the free market capitalist 
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system are powerful in shaping the natural environment and people’s values and behaviours 

from the individual to the global level (Buchholz & Rosenthal, 2005; Burkett, 2011b; 

Featherstone & Miles, 2014; Kick & McKinney, 2014; Loriaux, 2017; Zupan, 2011). The 

free market philosophy is also particularly influential in the business context. Wright and 

Nyberg (2012) report that powerful business people in Australia can change policy and the 

business context actively shapes what are acceptable values and behaviours of employees. 

They cite the example of Australia’s climate change policy from 1996 to 2007 to illustrate 

how business used public marketing, branding and internal practices to influence the public’s 

emotions and change policy (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Wright and Nyberg (2012) also report 

that internal business norms often cause employees to change what they say and do to 

conform to business values. For example, in some organisations employees are prohibited to 

express personal environmental opinions so the business maintains alignment with clients’ 

views (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). In many cases the values of the free market have already 

become so deeply embedded in human systems that they have become normalised and seem 

inevitable (Featherstone & Miles, 2014; Kick & McKinney, 2014). As businesses, hybrid 

organisations could potentially access similar power to create policy and social norms, 

particularly if the hybrid business model becomes widely adopted.  

As previously established, it is important to progress towards increased levels of 

environmental and social wellbeing. Featherstone and Miles (2014) suggest that the process 

of progress is begun by imagining a future utopia that can guide behaviour change and their 

paper supports those such as Gibson (2012); Giddy (2014); and Kick and McKinney (2014) 

who contend that the sector of society labelled as business should change its goals to 

recognise environmental and social wellbeing as integral to business practice. To improve 

wellbeing businesses will need to accept they have a responsibility for renewing society, 
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addressing inequality and including more environmentally rational behaviour (Featherstone 

& Miles, 2014; Kick & McKinney, 2014; Loriaux, 2017). The hybrid business model is 

reported to provide a pragmatic way to introduce change (Mitchell et al., 2012). Hybrid 

organisations have already adopted a business model that seeks to improve environmental 

and social wellbeing.   

After achieving agreement that business should promote wellbeing, there is still 

contention about the method by which progress will be made. Some scholars such as Zupan 

(2011) argue that free market capitalism increases virtuous behaviour, which improves 

environmental and social wellbeing. Reducing regulation and maximising individual choice 

is believed to enhance democracy, prosperity, peace, honesty and philanthropy (Zupan, 

2011). Wealth and private ownership is said to ensure preservation of nature while voluntary 

individual behaviour change and the financial system is posed as sufficient to prevent future 

detrimental effects such as climate change (Kick & McKinney, 2014; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012; Zupan, 2011). Developing and adopting new green technologies was seen as the way to 

increase wealth creation in developed nations while addressing the environmental crisis 

(Clark et al., 2018). The free market can fail on occasion but compares favourably to what is 

perceived as the only alternative, socialism, where government intervention punishes success 

through tax while promoting greed, envy and resentment and reduced levels of 

industriousness (Zupan, 2011). The hybrid business model appears to hold appeal to people 

supporting free market values because the hybrid model is still market based (Bishop & 

Green, 2015; Doherty et al., 2014). 

Others critique the view that the free market model is the way to progress towards 

increased future wellbeing. Critics argue that the pursuit of money is encouraged over virtues 

like wellbeing and positive outcomes were only achieved because protestors forced basic 
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ethical principles to be written into law to restrict market freedom (Giddy, 2014; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012). Authors such as Featherstone and Miles (2014); and Loriaux (2017) state that 

the effect of the free capitalist market has been to decrease environmental and social 

wellbeing by concentrating the planet’s wealth with a small minority while the majority of 

people are kept in poverty by an unjust order backed by military force. Application of a neo-

liberal economic paradigm can redefine people as ‘human resource inputs’ and not working is 

an aberration of a natural order (McKinnon et al., 2020). In some cases some hybrid 

businesses, particularly some social enterprise models in the UK and USA, appear to have 

been applied in a way that enables neo-liberal governments to withdraw further from their 

responsibility to provide social welfare (Nandan et al., 2015; Shier & Van-Du, 2018). Given 

that volunteers play an important role and that workers may receive lower incomes in social 

enterprises, than in comparable for-profit or public organisations (Barraket et al., 2019; 

McKinnon et al., 2020) if the organisations are replacing public welfare services, it is a social 

justice concern. However, many organisations are not causing the withdrawal of government 

service but are a way community members are addressing unmet needs when other forms of 

support are shrinking (Nandan et al., 2015).  

There has never been the same kind of system to care for environmental wellbeing as 

there has been for social wellbeing. Care about environmental wellbeing has often been 

disregarded (McKinnon et al., 2020) and often environmental wellbeing has not only been 

ignored but actively reduced. The free market capitalist model has caused decreased 

environmental wellbeing reducing the natural environment’s capacity to function and support 

life currently and into the future (Loriaux, 2017; Steffen et al., 2015; Van de Vliert, 2016). 

While the human population is expected to stabilise in 2050, growth in demand for natural 

resources is likely to continue to increase three to six times due to the current business 
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model’s reliance on perpetual financial growth (Clark et al., 2018; Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment, 2005). Increased consumption causes degradation of environmental services and 

loss of environmental capital leading to increased vulnerability to disease, extreme weather 

events and has been driven by human demand for food, water, fuel, timber and fibre (Kick & 

McKinney, 2014; McMichael, 2015; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Smith et al., 

2014; Steffen et al., 2015). The centrality of environmental and social benefit and use of 

cooperative traditions in the hybrid business model tend to appeal to critics of the free market 

business model (Doherty et al., 2014; Spencer et al., 2016). The hybrid business model may 

become a very useful way to move business from a tendency to degrade environmental 

wellbeing towards improving environmental wellbeing. 

Use of a hybrid business model may be a method to improve social and environmental 

wellbeing, but to achieve systematic change a majority of consumers must choose to use the 

system. Consumers must choose to buy the products and services of hybrid organisations 

above similar products and services that have a cheaper financial price. Adhering to 

environmental and social wellbeing principles often incurs extra costs that can be a 

disadvantage in a competitive market (Cater et al., 2017; Tura et al., 2019). While there are 

several schemes to identify businesses that care for environmental and social wellbeing 

including Fair Trade labelling (Bacon, 2010; Cater et al., 2017) and B-corp certification 

(Honeyman, 2014) these schemes are voluntary and many consumers may not be aware of 

them, making the cost of adherence a financial risk (Cater et al., 2017). On the other hand 

when there is sufficient consumer demand for ethical products, large businesses may become 

involved and create pressure to reduce the environmental and social certification standards 

(Bacon, 2010). Additionally, businesses can be established with high environmental and 

social standards but may later change. When founded, Ben & Jerry’s Icecream had strong 
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environmental and social practices and became a model for ethical business practices 

(Honeyman, 2014; Weinberg, 1998) but after a very successful decade the company was 

subject to a hostile take-over from Unilever and was restructured to conform to a 

conventional profit driven model (Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015). In more recent years, Unilever 

was forced to re-assess the management style and has sought to reinstate more 

environmentally and socially aware practices, a change that was reported to influence other 

Unilever brands but the management style of Ben & Jerry’s is not the same as when it was 

first established (Bayle-Cordier et al., 2015). The inconsistencies in application of 

environmental and social principles in certification schemes and over an organisation’s 

existence, can lead to confusion and a lack of trust among the consumers prepared to pay 

more to ensure improved environmental and social wellbeing.  

According to the literature, current support from the public for the hybrid business 

seems to be a small but significant part of the market and this share seems to be increasing 

(Akemu et al., 2016; Bammi & Singh, 2014; Gillespie & Rogers, 2016; Shier & Van-Du, 

2018). Hybrid businesses have been successful in creating stories communicating how they 

improve environmental and social wellbeing that attract consumers who are prepared to pay 

more and contribute more time to locate their products and services (Lyth et al., 2017; 

McCaffrey & Kurland, 2015; Parrish & Foxon, 2009; Sabeti, 2011). Addressing the demand 

for products and services that promote wellbeing is seen as an attractive proposition for 

business that may change their practices to access these consumers. However, not all groups 

within society are the same, and people on low incomes may choose items that cost less 

money (Iizuka et al., 2015). Further investigation to find out if people from this group hold 

altruistic values towards social and environmental wellbeing would be beneficial.  
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Attempting to determine if the free market is the correct method to progress wellbeing 

may not be the most pragmatic approach. Graafland (2010) concluded that market operations 

are too diverse to decide if the market supports beneficial behaviour or not. However, if it 

seems probable that if injustices could be avoided by reform then such a reform should be 

made even if it cannot be empirically proven that the institution causes injustice (Loriaux, 

2017).  It is important to create practical alternatives that will improve wellbeing (Burkett, 

2011a, 2011b). The hybrid business model appears to be able to achieve support from people 

for and against free market capitalism and enables individuals with ethical concerns to 

consume with a clearer conscience (Arnould et al., 2009; Biedenkopf et al., 2019; Chun, 

2016). Costanza et al. (2016) suggest that the hybrid business model including social, natural 

and economic measures be adopted to realise a sustainable and desirable future. 

Another advantage of the hybrid model for business is that currently there are 

organisations that are successful in achieving positive environmental and social outcomes. 

Providing a working model has some advantages over other methods of change. Motivating 

change through education alone tends to have small results that reduce over time (Rees & 

Bamberg, 2014). Individuals can have knowledge of the need to care for the natural 

environment but still fail to act (Featherstone & Miles, 2014). Realisation alone is not enough 

to ensure change because it does not help to overcome barriers such as uncertainty about 

cause, fear of consequences, being overwhelmed and concern about the correct response and 

conduct of others (Bashir et al., 2013; Loriaux, 2017). Hybrid business organisations create a 

context that can model how to overcome barriers to change and assist people to become 

active in enhancing environmental and social wellbeing (Biedenkopf et al., 2019; Kick & 

McKinney, 2014; Spencer et al., 2016). This creates a situation where the easiest action is 

one that promotes wellbeing.  
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Several authors reported reasons to hope that the hybrid business model would be 

successful in changing business practice and government policy (Kucukvar & Tatari, 2013; 

McNeill & Silseth, 2015; Parrish & Foxon, 2009) The combined care for social and 

environmental wellbeing and financial independence from government is believed to make 

these organisations more effective change agents. As indicated in the background of this 

paper, the model also has the potential to appeal to people with pro-free market and anti-free 

market beliefs. As the free market model is dominant in the current socio-political climate the 

impact that hybrid organisations have on stimulating demand for services and products that 

enhance environmental and social wellbeing would be a more likely way to ensure lasting 

change. The latter mechanism is dependent on popular support that may increase if the hybrid 

model is better understood. 

To summarise, there are compelling reasons to establish new ways to ensure 

environmental and social wellbeing, in general and in Queensland specifically. The hybrid 

business model shows promise as a method to realise greater wellbeing on both dimensions. 

Australian researchers state that more needs to be known regarding how such businesses 

influence their stakeholders and the wider community (Barraket et al., 2010; Barraket et al., 

2019; and Spencer et al., 2016). The following section draws on literature from 

environmental social work and hybrid businesses to explore the possible compatibility 

between the two areas.  

Comparisons Between Hybrid Organisations and Environmental Social Work 

When considering environmental and social wellbeing, the hybrid business model 

appears to have a lot of characteristics that align to social work. Examples include the 

development of knowledge and skills, increased sense of efficacy and confidence, social 
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inclusion and a health promoting workplace. Many structures commonly used by hybrid 

organisations to become successful businesses would seem likely to increase people’s 

wellbeing incidentally while primarily seeking to achieve other goals. An example is the 

creation of broad social networks that have the potential to minimise social isolation, but are 

created to provide support and resources for the business to succeed (Barraket et al., 2019). 

The open culture enables the business to access free expertise but is empowering as 

contributions from anyone will be considered. As hybrid organisations are often established 

in contexts where there are no definitive guidelines (Hatzl et al., 2016; Iizuka et al., 2015) the 

only way to proceed is through a process of learning through experience, incidentally creating 

a workplace culture that is supportive of employee education and training.  

Social work has not ignored the possible contribution of hybrid organisations to the 

profession. The entrepreneurs of hybrid organisations have had their activities likened to the 

activities of Jane Addams (Nandan et al., 2015). Ferguson et al. (2018) have noted that social 

enterprises are a form of macro level intervention that can enhance empowerment, social 

inclusion, educational and economic opportunities, healing and justice by creating a context 

that supports social wellbeing. The innovation in these businesses and the close connection to 

community helps them to understand local nuances making their actions more effective 

(Nandan et al., 2015). The solutions discovered and trialled by these businesses may inform 

practice in other organisations (Berzin et al., 2015). Yaari et al. (2019) examined four 

businesses and noted that while two organisations identified more emphasis on creating 

income while helping people, two emphasised helping people as more central and making 

money as less important, illustrating that hybrid businesses can vary. The social workers 

assessing hybrid models agree that applying hybrid business model techniques enables people 

concerned about people’s wellbeing to address new and ongoing needs of vulnerable people 
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who have not had their needs met by government or the market, including housing, mental 

health and employment opportunities (Berzin et al., 2015; Duff, 2019; Shier & Van-Du, 

2018; Yaari et al., 2019). Social work education should include courses on the skills used in 

these businesses to meet unmet need in innovative ways and create change on a macro level 

(Ferguson et al., 2018; Nandan et al., 2015; Shier & Van-Du, 2018). Notably these authors 

have concentrated only on social wellbeing and the role of these organisations in replacing 

support services that once were the responsibility of governments. They have not explored 

the role for hybrid business in improving environmental wellbeing and encourage more 

ecocentric social norms.  

There is significant overlap in the literature on environmental social work and hybrid 

organisations. There are similarities in the critique of the dominant neo-liberal model, such as 

problems of relying on technology, the emphasis on economics and switching consumption to 

greener products (Arnould et al., 2009; Clark et al., 2018; Gray & Coates, 2015). Authors 

agree that innovative imaginative thinking is required to address current challenges 

(Featherstone & Miles, 2014; Izlar, 2019b; Nandan et al., 2015; Stubbs, 2019). There is also 

agreement that business is a powerful force in shaping society (Fleischlin, 2019; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012).  

A common theme in this literature was a lack of consensus around intentional or 

unintentional misuse of language used to describe the activities of environmental activity. 

Intentional misuse may be ‘green washing’ where a business seeks to increase its support by 

appropriating a positive identity (Bocken et al., 2015; Bocken et al., 2013; Zappettini & 

Unerman, 2016). It is also common to apply environmental and social terms in ways that do 

not reflect either environmental or social wellbeing (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Zapf, 2010). 

Within the business literature the word sustainable was often used to as a synonym to 
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‘financially viable’ and environment is used as a synonym to ‘context’. In addition to 

complicating literature searches, it can confuse and discourage stakeholders seeking to 

support environmental and social wellbeing activities. This overlap supports further research 

into hybrid organisations and what they can contribute to environmental social work. 

The literature also indicates that hybrid businesses benefit environmental and social 

wellbeing intentionally and unintentionally. While this idea of enhancing wellbeing gains 

significant support from some sectors of the community, other people may become more 

likely to offer support to these businesses if the model could be understood more clearly. 

Understanding and assessing what outcomes hybrid businesses achieve has been highlighted 

as needed by several authors (Barraket, 2016; Roy et al., 2013; Spencer et al., 2016). Some 

literature exists suggesting that hybrid businesses are useful to social workers seeking to 

improve social wellbeing but the potential for hybrid business models to be used to advance 

environmental social work has yet to be explored. Therefore, research that assesses 

environmental activity of hybrid organisations could provide information about the hybrid 

business’ potential efficacy in creating change.  

The next chapter will discuss the methodology, including the ontology, epistemology 

and theoretical approach used in this research project. Methods of data collection, analysis 

and ethics will also be discussed.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology and Method 

This research used a multi-case study design and was informed by a critical realist 

lens. This chapter will firstly describe the aims and questions driving the research. It will then 

describe the ontology and epistemology of critical realism and the influence of social learning 

theory on the study. The multi-case study method will then be described, along with a 

description of how it was applied. This section also includes discussion of the data handling 

methods, sampling, recruitment, analysis techniques, ethical issues and techniques for 

ensuring study validity.  

Aim of the Study 

This study sought to gain an in-depth understanding of hybrid organisations and their 

relevance to social work. In particular, the project aimed to explore the activities of hybrid 

organisations, their perceived impacts on stakeholders, and the influence of internal and 

external factors on the functioning of the organisations. These findings were subsequently 

used to explore how environmental social work (as defined by Ramsay and Boddy, 2017) 

could be developed in light of learning from hybrid organisations. As discussed previously, 

environmental wellbeing can be measured in a number of ways including: (i) the preservation 

or enhancement in the quantity of the natural environment, (ii) keeping human resource use 

within natural replenishment rates and (iii) ways of being and doing that maintain the 

function of ecological systems. These perspectives informed the analysis when identifying 

environmental wellbeing in the data.  
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Research Questions  

The research was undertaken to understand how hybrid organisations achieve 

environmental wellbeing with the expectation that the answers would provide a guide for the 

practice of environmental social work. Thus the following questions were determined: 

1. What environmental activities do the hybrid organisations under investigation 

undertake? What are the perceived outcomes of these activities as seen by 

organisation stakeholders?  

2. Are there external or internal factors that stakeholders perceived to help or 

hinder the organisation in achieving environmental outcomes? 

3. Do stakeholders perceive that their ideas or behaviours about the environment 

have changed as a result of being involved in the hybrid organisation?  

4. How can the findings be applied to the practice of environmental social work? 

Ontology and Epistemology of Critical Realism 

This study was informed by a critical realist lens. Critical realism seeks to unite the 

subjective constructivist interpretive approach and the objective positivist empirical 

approaches by suggesting a layered view of the world (Vincent & O'Mahoney, 2018). The 

ontology suggests that one layer is the actual world which exists whether entities (most often 

humans) perceive it or not, however humans create a further level, the empirical level from 

what we perceive of the actual world (Archer et al., 1999; Bergene, 2007; Vincent & 

O'Mahoney, 2018). Both positivist objective and constructivist subjective approaches can be 

used to create the empirical level and some aspects of the empirical level may be a more 

accurate representation of the actual level than other parts (Easton, 2010; Vincent & 
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O'Mahoney, 2018). The third layer, the real layer, is a process that when a perception (of the 

empirical level) is accepted and acted upon as if it is true, this shapes the (actual level) world 

(Easton, 2010).   

Critical realism uses three different conceptual layers to explain the world (Archer et 

al., 1999; Bergene, 2007; Fletcher, 2017). The layers are:  

• The actual level – things occur which might be observed and understood by 

entities, but the existence of things is not determined by their observation. 

They exist even if never observed; 

• The empirical level – which is what the entities are able and happen to have 

observed. Measurements can be made but all experience is mediated through 

an entity’s perspective; and 

• The real level – which refers to processes that cause events. Identified causal 

processes are labelled as mechanisms. 

 (Archer et al., 1999; Bergene, 2007; Fletcher, 2017).  

Figure 1 is a pictorial representation of this layered reality as explained by critical 

realism. The actual level changes gradually (purple, blue, light red, and red) due to impacts of 

the real level (both identified and unidentified). The empirical parts of it represented in 

yellow are known and may be measured leading to aspects accepted as real truth and the real 

level of enabling mechanisms (green arrows). There may also be levels of the real level 

(mechanisms) that are not perceived so remain unidentified.  
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Whilst some authors position critical realism as only an epistemology (O’Gorman & 

MacIntosh, 2015), it has defined ontological underpinnings (Archer et al., 2016; Bergene, 

2007; Bhaskar, 2016; Fletcher, 2017). Critical realism posits that the world exists but human 

perception limits our understanding to a construction impacted by social and individual 

factors (Easton, 2010; Fletcher, 2017). In relation to objective positivism Bhaskar (2016, p. 

24) writes that “deductive-nomological theory is clearly wrong. One only gets a unique result 

under experimentally or otherwise closed conditions. Outside such a context there is no 

invariant regularity”. Put another way this means objective positivist tools create relativist 

knowledge because while they might be able to capture an accurate understanding of a very 

small part of the actual level, the actual level of reality changes and so the accuracy is lost. In 

terms of understanding the world, positivist objective understanding and subjective 

Figure 1.  

Author’s visualisation of critical realism  inspired by Archer et al. (1999); Bergene (2007); Fletcher 

(2017). 
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constructivism have equal causal power because “in the normal course of things … we do not 

disambiguate or differentiate knowledge” (Bhaskar, 2016, p. 23). In practice entities act on 

knowledge gained from subjective and objective approaches as if it is an objective universal 

truth (Easton, 2010; O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). Irrespective of the accuracy of the belief 

held, the action that results causes real change on the actual level that in turn can change the 

empirical level. Critical realism enables researchers to use causal language, so long as words 

are used with a consciousness to their meaning (Easton, 2010).  

To explain critical realism further it can be helpful to clarify the terms ‘entities’ and 

‘structures’. ‘Entities’ refers to living beings or organisations and ‘structures’ are constructs 

that shape the way entities behave (Archer et al., 1999; Easton, 2010). Both entities and 

structures have the power to cause change and the power is expressed in interactions that 

cause events (Archer et al., 1999; Easton, 2010). So in this study the employees, customers, 

volunteers, and other stakeholders are entities as are as the hybrid organisations themselves. 

Entities may have their actions shaped by structures such as psychological constructs, traits or 

knowledge, or organisational departments, policy and legislation (Easton, 2010). Structures 

have the potential to constrain or enable a specific action (Fletcher, 2017). Examples of 

structures likely to be found in a hybrid organisation include people’s beliefs about the 

natural environment, relationships between colleagues and laws. The structures in turn are 

constructions based on actions of entities. Society is a cycle of entities and structures 

influencing and shaping each other but is not controlled by either entities or structures 

(Dalkin et al., 2015).  

O’Gorman and MacIntosh (2015) state that critical realists are particularly interested 

in the interactions between individuals and social structures, a focus that is relevant for 

research such as this on perceptions. The interaction of entities can also result in the 
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emergence of new entities such as a community or a business or society which cannot be 

fully explained merely by understanding the component entities because in coming together 

something greater than the sum of the parts is created (Easton, 2010). This concept is called 

‘emergence’ and understanding the process of emergence can be important in critical realism 

(Easton, 2010).  

Observing and understanding the interaction between entities and structures helps to 

identify the mechanisms which is the term given to a part of the real level and refers to the 

underlying process that caused an observed event to happen (Dalkin et al., 2015; Fletcher, 

2017). Bergene (2007) refers to the entities, structures and their interactions that make up a 

mechanism as necessary causes. For example, participants at Running Wild collected cans for 

recycling. Metal recycling reduces the carbon footprint of products made from recycled 

material by decreasing the demand for virgin resources to be mined and reducing energy use 

in manufacturing (Sevigné-Itoiz et al., 2014). The event of an individual recycling appeared 

to be motivated by the structures and entities they experienced including having an accessible 

collection point for cans, being among people that expected cans to be recycled and an 

anthropogenic end that placed a moral obligation on the individual to participate – funding 

activities to help local children.  

This study is seeking to identify what activities to improve environmental wellbeing 

and identify the mechanisms that were likely to lead to realisation of environmentally 

beneficial outcomes. It is advised to take a cautionary approach to the identification of 

mechanisms as human understanding is limited and most events in real life are in open 

systems where unobserved actions can influence the outcome (Bergene, 2007; Dalkin et al., 

2015). To minimise subjective error, Bhaskar (2016) suggests researchers use a process of 

lamination or gathering many perspectives to gain a more accurate understanding. Examining 
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the perspectives of multiple sources about a specific event and finding congruence between 

them strengthens the authenticity of a particular event being the mechanism or part of the 

mechanism (Easton, 2010). Therefore, any mechanism should be viewed in terms of 

probability rather than definitively causal. However, identifying the entities and structures is 

only part of the aim of critical realism, the ultimate aim is to theorise about “what caused 

those events to happen” (Easton, 2010, p. 121). Researchers will create or test existing 

theories to explain mechanisms.  

In this study, I used abduction to identify the entities and the structures that shaped the 

actions of the entities, the interactions between them and therefore provide insight into the 

mechanisms that may have caused the most recent layer to appear (Dalkin et al., 2015; 

Easton, 2010; Fletcher, 2017). I then used a technique labelled as retroduction to examine 

observed aspects of reality and test possible scenarios to find the best explanation (Easton, 

2010). More simply, abduction helps a researcher to know what happened, who was involved 

and why the situation developed and retroduction is used to distil an understanding of how it 

came to be by testing theories accuracy in explaining observed results. Retroduction is 

discussed further in the section ‘Rigour in the Case Study’ below.  

As the information is filtered by a researcher’s perception, the epistemology in critical 

realism is relative. This research used a critical realist approach because it is seeking to 

identify activities rather than quantifying activities that had already been determined. Prior to 

data collection the literature review indicated that external factors could influence 

environmental wellbeing. This might include social, cultural, location, legislative, personal 

traits. Therefore, as this research was seeking to understand perception that cannot be 

empirically measured but exert a force that changes the world, the study was situated outside 

of pure positivist ontology (Bergene, 2007; Hughes et al., 1995; Rubin & Babbie, 2008). 
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However, while accepting that an individual’s understanding and interpretation of the world 

can and does change, the question assumes that there are entities and structures that exist 

outside of a being’s conceptualisation of them. Thus, a purely relativist ontology would not 

be suitable (Adams et al., 2016).  

Positioning the Researcher  

Acknowledging the cultural and historical context of the researcher is important in 

critical realism because the researcher’s frame can influence the way reality manifests and is 

understood (Archer et al., 2016). This research project is being undertaken for a social work 

doctorate and I am trained as a social worker. My educational background and the context of 

this study will have impacted the data collection and interpretation. Terminology used to 

describe and label the findings in this thesis reflects the language used in social work 

literature. None of the participants in this study were social workers and did not necessarily 

perceive the events in the same way or use the same terms as used in this document. While I 

sought to use techniques like journaling, allowing participants to review data and retroduction 

to present the views of others authentically, I believe it is impossible for any human to be 

totally objective.  

I am interested in how aspects of an ecological world view (Capper, 2015; Naess, 

2001) manifest but I acknowledge that I am situated within an anthropocentric paradigm in a 

culture dominated by colonialist human values and understandings of the world (Gillespie, 

2018; Plumwood, 1990) that will influence my perceptions. This study has explored how the 

human construct of hybrid businesses achieved environmental goals to provide insight into 

how humans can be encouraged to enhance environmental wellbeing.  
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I did not concentrate on collecting, categorising or measuring the natural environment 

because other researchers have already compiled substantial data showing that human activity 

is detrimental to the natural environment (Bashir et al., 2013; IUCN, 2015; Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Pelletier & Coltman, 2018; Steffen et al., 2015). In my 

opinion, environmental problems are not due to humanity not having enough knowledge 

about the environment and therefore increasing the amount of facts about the environment 

seems insufficient to change human behaviour. I wanted to use a qualitatively different 

approach that I thought would be more likely to identify how to increase environmentally 

friendly activity. I wanted to explore what activities people were doing that increased 

environmental wellbeing in the hope that a more indepth understanding would be useful in 

promoting greater action on environmental problems. I believe that environmentally 

beneficial activity would gain greater support within our current anthropocentric culture if 

human wellbeing was also advanced. Pragmatically, activities that enhance environmental 

wellbeing will only be maintained if the people undertaking those actions stay well. These 

ideas contributed to the development of this study and the criteria that led the selection of the 

organisations in this study.  

Theoretical Perspective 

Critical realism uses theory as a tool that enables a researcher to examine reality on a 

deeper level and construct a more accurate understanding of structures and mechanisms 

(Bergene, 2007; Fletcher, 2017). Among the literature on environmental social work, social 

learning theory was recommended as a way to advance environmental understanding 

(Lysack, 2009). While I am influenced by this theory, it is good practice to remain open to 

surprise and restart theoretical exploration when the empirical data does not support the 
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proposed theory (Bergene, 2007). The steps taken to remain open to other theories will be 

covered later in this chapter when more detail about the method will be supplied.  

For this study the theory of social learning provided a useful starting point, although 

later on during the data analysis process it became apparent that social learning did not 

provide a full explanation for what was observed and these aspects will be explored in 

chapter 5. Social learning theory focuses on relationships between entities and suggests 

explanations for how people are shaped by the society in which they live, and how people can 

learn new ideas and behaviour from the cultural norms in their social context (Haluza-DeLay, 

2008; Hughes et al., 1995). The idea that humans are social learners is also explored by 

theorists such as Bandura and Vygotski (McLeod, 2013; Sundel & Sundel, 2005). Vygotski’s 

‘social learning theory’ postulates that individuals learn through social interaction particularly 

when behaviour is modelled by another perceived as more knowledgeable than the learner 

(McLeod, 2013). Bandura suggests behaviour modelled by socially prestigious individuals or 

individuals with power will influence another’s ideas and behaviours (Sundel & Sundel, 

2005). Although the insights of these theorists have most often been applied in the child 

development field, studies indicate adults also use these social techniques (Reader et al., 

2008; Whiten et al., 2016). The findings of Bashir et al. (2013) specifically show that beliefs 

and relationships are central to environmental and social behaviour. Applied to an 

organisational setting, social learning would suggest managers and those involved with the 

organisation for a long time may influence the social and environmental ideas and behaviours 

of others. Social learning theory gives a plausible explanation for how people could be 

changed by being involved in hybrid organisations that support the environment and social 

wellbeing.  
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A proposition was developed from revision of social learning theory as follows:  

relationships people have through hybrid organisations will influence people to think and act 

in ways that strengthen environmental wellbeing.  

Method  

A case study method was considered most appropriate of the several research designs 

that were reviewed, including grounded theory (Charmaz, 2012, 2017; Cho & Lee, 2014; 

Corbin, 2017), phenomenology (Crowther et al., 2016; Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016) and 

ethnography (Ares, 2016; de Montigny, 2016) because the case study method can be applied 

in an uncontrolled situation and provide data that addresses the research questions.  

The case study structure enabled description of a phenomenon through data collection 

from real life situations and provided methods to answer what, how and why questions 

(Cohen & Court, 2003; Flyvberg, 2006; Yin, 2009). The data collected in a case study is 

detailed and rich, which is advantageous in critical realism because it emphasises the 

importance of process and situational knowledge (Bergene, 2007; Flyvberg, 2006; Thomas, 

2011). Methods of data collection used in case studies, such as observation of interactions, 

were used and provided data on social learning opportunities as well as insights into the 

participant’s perspectives of the situation. Data was collected on what activities were 

undertaken and factors that seemed to help or hinder the achievement of environmental 

outcomes. Case studies, like this one, illustrate both the situation and the inevitable processes 

of change that are related to that situation (Thomas, 2011). This enabled me to identify and 

explore the processes and emergence of underlying mechanisms. As the literature indicated, 

the case study provided a way to integrate theory compatible with critical realism (Bergene, 

2007). 
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Social learning theory provided a proposition that helped to guide me in 

understanding how participants change as a result of being involved in hybrid organisations 

although it was held lightly and would have changed if the collected data did not support the 

theory (Yin, 2009). Propositions are qualitatively different to the hypotheses used in positivist 

research which require very specific data to be collected. They do not exclude data rather the 

data shapes the propositions using a process similar to retroduction (Easton, 2010; Thomas, 

2011). I ordered the data and compared the findings against the proposition after the first 

level of analysis was completed (see figure 2 below). At this initial stage the proposition 

developed from social learning theory and was as follows: relationships people have through 

hybrid organisations will influence people to think and act in ways that strengthen 

environmental wellbeing. Wellbeing did appear to be supported by the social interaction I had 

observed. The proposition was then retained to inform the second data analysis process across 

all the organisations. After the final analysis, the proposition was refined. While there was 

significant data suggesting that participants learning from other people as expected, the 

natural world appears to have agency in promoting change. 

The case study method also proved to be a pragmatic choice. It allowed research to be 

undertaken with few resources and subjects that are not easy to access as forecast by White et 

al. (2009). Hybrid organisations are a diverse minority of business types with different sized 

organisations, producing a wide variety of products with different techniques. It was 

consequently difficult to find enough organisations to meet this study’s criteria, and it 

remains doubtful that it would have been possible to undertake statistically valid sampling. In 

addition, the ability of case studies to report on both the unique and extraordinary enabled the 

organisations to be understood more thoroughly. Further, the rich data can explain the typical 
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so the results of this study can still be valid to other cases (Ludwig & Wood, 2013; Thomas, 

2010).  

The multiple case design is a qualitative equivalent to a nested experimental design 

and includes evaluation that identifies characteristics held in common strengthening the 

validity of any conclusions and creating more robust and compelling findings (Brewer, 2000; 

Yin, 2009). Bergene (2007) reports that theory development can be part of a study informed 

by critical realism. However, the method is also able to test the application of an existing 

theory, (Fletcher, 2017) in this case the theory was social learning theory. Data from case 

studies may also be used to create hypothesis to be tested by later research projects (Cohen & 

Court, 2003; Flyvberg, 2006; Yin, 2009). The conclusions of case studies, particularly 

embedded multiple studies such as this study, can assist in understanding other situations and 

provide knowledge to use in other similar situations (Bergene, 2007; Cohen & Court, 2003; 

White et al., 2009; Yin, 2009).   

This study used a multi case study design including three organisations (see Figure 2). 

In this study, results for each case study were compiled and analysed as separate cases then 

an additional level of analysis was undertaken where comparisons were made between the 

three studies. This method suggested by Yin (2009) is shown in Figure 2. Findings arising 

from the cross-case study analysis will be reported in this thesis. The first case has an 

additional dimension as it enabled the methodology to be tested in a real world setting and 

modified (Yin, 2009). In this way, the first case study can shape the results of the second and 

third cases (Yin, 2009), but in this case the only change made was to simplify the format of 

the observational template.  
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Figure 2. 

Case Study Method adapted from Yin (2009) 

 

Recruitment 

The organisations were chosen using an initial screening process as advised by Yin 

(2009). To identify potential organisations to screen I undertook internet searches, attended 

public events like business expos, environmental festivals, entrepreneurial skills development 

workshops and asked people in the business community. I was often able to talk with 

organisational leaders at these events and ascertain if the organisation met the research 

criteria and if the organisation was open to potentially being involved. When a potential 

organisation was identified I reviewed any online materials about the organisation to 

ascertain if it met the criteria previously listed. I then contacted the organisation by email or 

telephone and visited the organisation’s premises. The visit confirmed the organisation’s 

location in Queensland, provided opportunities for informal discussion with managers and 

other participants about their work and a superficial survey of publicly available on site 
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materials to confirm that the organisational practices were congruent to their organisation’s 

online presence. The visit also provided an opportunity for organisational leaders and 

participants to ask questions and share any feelings they had about the research project.  After 

this I would secure a signed organisational consent form (Appendix E).  

In the multi case study design it is advised to choose cases so the results will be 

similar with any differences explained from an obvious cause (Bergene, 2007; Yin, 2009). 

Hybrid businesses can operate across many industries such as education, food and waste 

management, but it is the way the organisational elements are put together that identifies a 

business as a hybrid organisation. Collecting data from different organisations that operate in 

different industries helped to identify the mechanisms by looking for similarities in situations 

across the three organisations (Bergene, 2007). The following criteria were used to select 

organisations to ensure there was enough similarity around the outcomes for meaningful 

comparison: 

1. The organisation sought to address both dimensions of environmental and social 

wellbeing; 

2. The organisation was funded through its own activities such as the production of 

goods and/or services; 

3. There were other people beyond the founders regularly involved such as employees, 

volunteers or work for welfare participants. Founders of owner operator business 

shape the organisational situation and as they chose to start hybrid businesses are 

likely to have strong beliefs about enhancing environmental and social wellbeing 

already so there must be people whose perceptions could be influenced by the 

organisation; and 
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4. The organisation was operating in Queensland, Australia. Organisations are shaped by 

State policy guidelines that differ across jurisdiction, so to minimise this difference 

organisations in Queensland were selected. 

The Case Study Organisations 

Prior to commencement of data collection, three organisations had agreed to 

participate in this research, but after data collection commenced one organisation withdrew 

and a replacement organisation was found by repeating the initial methods. The three 

organisations that participated in this research project were Food Connect, Substation 33 and 

Running Wild. Each one is now described below. 

Food Connect.  This independently registered social enterprise was established in 

2005 to provide fresh food to customers in the city of Brisbane directly from local farmers 

(Food Connect, 2005). It sells boxes of locally produced food and has more recently 

expanded to include some household goods which it distributes via a network of city cousins 

or by home delivery (Food Connect, 2005, 2011). In 2009, Food Connect established a not 

for profit Food Connect Foundation to further the impact of community agriculture by 

connecting regional networks, access public contracts and support initiatives the Organic and 

Regenerative Investment Co-Operative (Food Connect Foundation, 2009). Food Connect 

benefits social wellbeing by providing a better price to local farmers than they receive from 

the large food chains and sources products not produced locally (like coffee) food from 

producers who provide fair pay and training (Food Connect, 2005). Environmental benefits 

include reducing food miles, reducing food waste and supporting more sustainable growing 

practices including the use of organic, biodynamic and permaculture principles (Food 
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Connect, 2005). The organisation believes that social and environmental wellbeing can be 

enhanced by strengthening the link between consumers and producers.  

Substation 33. This initiative provides employment and work experience to 

volunteers from a variety of backgrounds to recycle electronic waste (Substation 33, 2013, 

2015). Salvaged parts are used to build solar powered flooded road signs, e-scooters, radios, 

computer components, 3D printers, power wells and water monitoring equipment. Other 

materials are sent for reuse or recycling in other areas (Substation 33, 2013). Substation 33 is 

operated as an independent social enterprise auspiced by the not-for-profit, Youth and Family 

Services, more commonly known as YFS (Substation 33, 2013). Substation is a host 

organisation for participants in the Federal government’s annual activity requirement for job-

seekers (Australian Government, 2018) and a Skilling Queenslander’s for Work state 

government program (Queensland Government, 2020b). Substation 33 is also initiating an 

international project in the states of Papua and West Papua in Indonesia to provide solar 

electricity and lighting in poor communities (Substation 33, 2017). In this way Substation 

33’s activities enhance social wellbeing locally and internationally. Substation 33’s work 

promotes environmental wellbeing by reducing the amount of virgin materials that are 

sourced from nature, reducing waste to landfill and increasing access to renewably powered 

appliances.  

Running Wild Youth Conservation Culture Inc.  Running Wild was established to 

provide services to the youth of the Southern Moreton Bay Islands (Karragarra, Russel, 

Macleay and Lamb Islands) (Running Wild Youth Conservation Culture, 2019c). The 

organisation offered three Certificate 1 through the Skilling Queenslanders for Work program 

(Queensland Government, 2020b). These certificates were Business Administration, 

Hospitality and Conservation And Land Management (CALM). In addition, the organisation 
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provided a location on Macleay Island for other services including The Centre for Women & 

Co. and the Benevolent Society, ran a school intervention program and school holiday 

program. Running Wild actively engaged with community groups on the Islands including 

the Macleay Island Progress Hall, The Karragarra Community Garden and the Bush 

Regeneration group, Bay Island Conservation Corner on Russel and Lamb Island Resident’s 

Association. At the time of observation services at Running Wild were being used by people 

of all ages.  

Data Collection 

In case study research, data is collected in the natural context where variables are not 

controlled (Yin, 2009). This allows a researcher to study current events where context is 

important to understanding the issue and a researcher has no control over the activity being 

observed (Wilson, 2016; Yin, 2009). An iterative approach is recommended to ensure the 

methods for data collection are the most effective at answering the research question, to 

minimise flaws and improve rigour (Kayrooz & Trevitt, 2005; Yin, 2009). As the case study 

requires creation of a rich and detailed picture, a researcher is encouraged to remain flexible, 

with inclusion of all available data, both quantitative and qualitative (Thomas, 2011; Wilson, 

2016; Yin, 2009). Qualitative data proved to be the dominant type of data available. 

Participant accounts proved particularly useful as predicted in the literature, as they allowed 

insider expertise to inform the research, to identify the individuals and their role in the 

organisation more thoroughly than a researcher could have achieved alone (Kayrooz & 

Trevitt, 2005; Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2009). 

Materials commonly used in case study research included those developed by 

ethnography, such as observations and interviews that record people’s beliefs and values, as 
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well as images, written sources and online materials (Aronoff & Kubik, 2012; Parker-

Jenkins, 2018; Thomas, 2011; White et al., 2009; Yin, 2009). Ethnography originates from 

anthropological studies that, like the case study, seek to gain rich, thickly detailed data in a 

naturalistic setting, with meaning being ascertained through analysis after the data is 

collected and acknowledgement that a researcher is a participant not an objective, 

uninvolved, observer (Parker-Jenkins, 2018; Sangasubana, 2011). While the definition of 

modern ethnographic research is changing and there is considerable overlap between 

ethnography and case study approaches, the traditional ethnographic researcher would 

usually be immersed in the research subjects’ lives for years (Parker-Jenkins, 2018). This 

project did not seek to compress traditional ethnography into a shorter time, but draws on the 

tools of ethnography to collect rich detailed data.  

Three months was allocated to collect data at each organisation, resulting in 

approximately 50 days for document collection, observation and interviews. A fourth month 

was allocated for writing up a report on each of the three organisations. The data collection 

process was negotiated with each organisation. Observations took place during the work day 

and on occasion public events outside of the work day. Interviews were undertaken during 

the work day in a suitably quiet place on the work site, except where participants expressed 

the preference to meet at a local café or at their own homes for logistical reasons. I also 

visited some of Food Connect’s supplier’s farms, Substation 66, a separate organisation using 

Substation 33’s model and other organisations collaborating with Running Wild. In a case 

study method, there is no clear point to end data collection but as triangulation is essential for 

validity, enough data should be collected so as to provide more than one source of evidence 

to support main points and test a proposition (Yin, 2009). At each organisation I noticed a 
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level of repetition and lack of new information towards the end of the data collection period 

indicating that data saturation was reached, and the allocated time was sufficient.  

Tools to assist collection of data include an interview schedule of open ended 

questions to guide interviews (Appendix A: Interview  and Appendix C: Guide for 

Interviewer), concepts to search, that listed terms associated with wellbeing (Appendix D: 

Concepts to search), written consent information (Appendix E: Written consent information), 

project notice to display while research was undertaken (Appendix F: Project Notice) and a 

list of support resources that research participants could access if disturbed by the research 

(Appendix G: Support Resources). An expression of interest form was also created but no 

respondents used it (Appendix A). 

Observations 

 I undertook observations throughout the working day in the workplace of interactions 

between people. The observations noted what was said during the interaction as well as how 

it was said and the non-verbal communication between the individuals, such as body 

language. Observations were made of a single individual if the activity observed illustrated a 

concept or behaviour important to the research and the contextual information, such as the 

place (e.g. the office or in the tea-break room), also proved informative as contextual 

elements appeared to influence people, for example, posters and notices and the provision of 

equipment such as recycling bins. Observations were continued throughout the data 

collection period.Observations provide important information about the behaviour of entities, 

including their reaction to structures and other entities. The analysis of observational data did 

assist me in understanding the structures and entities. As my lens was different to those of 

other people (Hughes et al., 1995), the comparison of a researcher’s observation with data 
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viewed gathered from other people was used to reduce the limitations of the researcher’s 

perception. Data collected through observation was influenced by the researcher’s own lens, 

that I attempted to be aware of through reflection and journaling. However, even when 

identified, the difference was not eliminated. The cognitive theory, of the Johari Window, 

posits that people may not be aware of things known about them by other people (Berland, 

2017). I received anecdotal feedback after leaving the organisations that the research had 

revealed insights related to the organisation that the entities involved had not been aware of. 

This may be partly due to researcher’s frame of reference being shaped by social work, a 

perspective that also helped to reveal underlying mechanisms.  

Interviews  

The interviews were semi structured with several open ended questions developed to 

stimulate discussion (see Appendix B). Any stakeholder of the hybrid organisation, including 

staff, clients, customers and managers, was invited to participate. Environmental questions 

included describing the role of the natural environment, if the organisation valued the natural 

environment, learning about helping the natural environment and the influence of this 

knowledge. Social questions included the types of social relationships, ways of 

communication and learning, what was learnt and its application. These questions were 

openly available from the beginning of studies so participants could have prepared and to 

distance the process from any misconception that the interviews were like a test. For 

example, participants were free to make written notes if they wished, however the majority of 

participants did not appear to feel the need to prepare, preferring to respond in an ad hoc 

manner. Interviews were scheduled at a place and time that the participant chose and took on 

average an hour. Most interviews occurred in a quiet space at the organisation’s workplace, 

although some interviews with Food Connect customers occurred at their homes. One 
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participant was interviewed at a cafe and community collaborators at Running Wild were 

interviewed in the community centre. I negotiated the interview time with each participant, as 

work supervisors were supportive of people managing their own schedules. I was able to 

achieve a wide variety of stakeholders including representatives from all the major 

stakeholders.  

The use of open-ended questions provided opportunity for participants to include 

insights unknown to the researcher, including the individual’s beliefs and values. Within the 

critical realist view, such non-tangible aspects are considered influential in shaping behaviour 

and therefore emergent reality (Easton, 2010; O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). In addition to 

broadening knowledge, the different perspectives were helpful in identifying essential causal 

events through comparing similarities and differences between different accounts as predicted 

by Bergene (2007). As predicted by Hughes et al. (1995) interviews proved to be important 

because participants had knowledge about events that I did not know. 

While a nominal number of interviews were set at 30 it was considered more 

important to seek representation from all the different types of stakeholders. The following 

process was followed: an invitation was extended to all organisational stakeholders to 

volunteer for interviews and notices were displayed asking for volunteers. However, it 

became apparent during the data collection period that it was necessary to use purposeful 

sampling techniques as some participants thought their experience was not valuable and did 

not volunteer without a specific invitation. Additionally, some key participants often required 

reminders that they had given previous agreement to participate. Continuing to try and recruit 

key personnel across the different types of organisational stakeholders led to more than 30 

people being interviewed as it was deemed disrespectful to turn down individuals wanting to 

be interviewed when still actively recruiting others. In addition, some respondents preferred 
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to be interviewed along-side colleagues in a group interview situation. It was estimated that 

each interview would take an hour but the average time turned out to be 42.03 minutes with a 

range of 10 minutes to 1 hour and 13 minutes. Details about the number and length of 

interviews are provided in Table 2. At Food Connect 42.8 percent of the people interviewed 

identified as female, at Substation 33, 25.0 percent identified as female and 40.0 percent of 

the respondents identified as female. Specific information about age was not collected 

because it was not considered relevant to the research question. All interviews were 

transcribed, verbatim, by the researcher. The transcripts and other forms of data including 

documents, electronic material observations and photos were analysed using open coding. 

Written reports were provided to each organisation and any research participant that was 

interested but no gaps or corrections were identified by the participants at this checkpoint. 
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Table 2 

Duration and Number of Interviews and Participants 

Organisation Number 

of  

Interviews 

Time Range Average 

Time 

Number of 

Participants 

Food Connect 14 27min 24 sec - 1h 13min 

14sec 

48.14 min 14 

Substation 33 15 21min 13 sec – 57 min 

31sec 

39.31 min 16 (One group 

interview 2 

people) 

Running Wild 10 10min 6 sec – 56 min 3 

sec 

37.0 min 15 (4 group 

interviews three 

with 2 people and 

one with 3 people)  

Total 39   45 

 

Documentary analysis 

A third source of data that can be used to enrich understanding and provide 

comparative information are documents about the organisation. Written materials including 

brochures, annual reports and publicity materials, in paper or electronic forms, were collected 

and thematically analysed to provide insight into the organisation’s goals relating to 

environmental wellbeing. Appendix D was formulated to aid the initial collection of 

documentary material that was relevant. All available materials were examined and informed 

both the reports on each organisation. While documents are a valuable source of data they can 
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still contain bias (Yin, 2009) and were therefore used in conjunction with other sources. 

Marketing materials made a major contribution to this category of data. Marketing is often 

used by organisations to shape the identity of the organisation (Haigh & Hoffman, 2012; 

Parrish & Foxon, 2009) and in these organisations items in newspapers or magazines are 

often kept and displayed. Other documents that were predicted to be found were reports and 

announcements (Yin, 2009). These helped in identifying the goals the organisation intended 

to achieve. Policy documents proved the most difficult to obtain. As Yin (2009) suggested the 

distribution of documents did go some way to explaining networks and were used to clarify 

spelling and formal titles used by participants.  

Participant feedback.  

To demonstrate respect for the stakeholders, this study incorporated the idea of 

involving participants in the research from the field of ethnography (Murthy, 2013). I believe 

my research encouraged a sense of equality as interpretations and conclusions drawn in the 

research were shared with and assessed by key representatives of the group studied, as 

suggested by Ares (2016) and Sangasubana (2011). This process showed respect for the 

participants’ agency, ensuring participants were not treated like passive objects (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2013; Rubin & Babbie, 2008). Acceptance by the participants also adds to validity 

(Sangasubana, 2011). Generally, the participants did not appear to be greatly concerned that I 

would present them inaccurately. This might have been because the work environment is not 

a personal space, but may also reflect a level of trust in the researcher’s integrity. 

All participants were invited to review a draft analysis of de-identified data to provide 

feedback on the accuracy of the analysis. The drafts were sent to the organisation and to 

anyone who had participated that indicated in the interview or later that they would like a 
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copy. The participants stated they appreciated seeing the drafts but made no updates or 

corrections. I have interpreted this to mean the initial analysis process provided a fair and 

accurate representation of the organisation.  

The Influence of the Researcher 

In qualitative research the researcher is assumed to be subjective and fallible, so 

reflective practice that helps to identify the values and beliefs that shape the researcher’s 

perception is encouraged (Thomas, 2011). I sought to be aware of questions such as ‘What 

aspects of myself have led me to observe certain details?’ ‘What impels me to make sense of 

the world in a particular way?’ and ‘How might I have shaped the responses of the participant 

interacting with me?’(de Montigny, 2016). I noted my emotional reactions as emotion can 

provide insight into possible biases (Sangasubana, 2011). To facilitate such awareness, the 

reflective practice of journaling was used, where I recorded my perception of the experiences. 

I also discussed situations with my supervisory team.  

Research participants have different practices, views and beliefs and a researcher 

should attempt to understand and explain the participant’s interpretation of the world (Hughes 

et al., 1995). In interactions, including during the interviews, I attempted to be open to the 

perspectives of the insiders (de Montigny, 2016; Honer & Hitzler, 2015). I used listening, 

empathy and attempted to shift my perspective to see the world as the participant did and to 

understand the participant in the way the participant intended to be understood (de Montigny, 

2016; Honer & Hitzler, 2015). As advised by Honer and Hitzler (2015) I attempted to put 

aside my own beliefs to avoid changing or imposing external values upon the situation. While 

perfect understanding of another’s perspective cannot be realised, viewing events from the 

participant’s perspective can reduce the risk of missing salient aspects of the situation 
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(Hughes et al., 1995). Some challenges that caused me to implement both self-awareness and 

focus on the participant’s perspective, included interacting with people who support hunting, 

use marijuana and stated prejudice against unemployed people. 

To avoid possible bias or reactivity due to the processes of data gathering changing 

participant’s behaviours I needed to be aware of my potential impact on the participant (de 

Montigny, 2016; Honer & Hitzler, 2015; Sangasubana, 2011). In this research project, all 

participants were made aware that they may be observed during typical workplace 

interactions and given an opportunity to opt out. As the respondents stated they felt 

uncomfortable being observed and organisational managers indicated that I would gain better 

insight through participation, I often worked alongside other organisational members. 

Integration with research subjects is another tool developed by ethnography but is often used 

in a case study (Parker-Jenkins, 2018). Although I took observational notes during the day, 

most information was written up after the end of the workday in a journal format. 

Data Analysis 

A common challenge faced by case study researchers is to manage and collate the 

large amount of data that is generated and analyse it in a timely way. A database should be 

used to organise data (Archer et al., 1999; Yin, 2009). In the beginning Nvivo was used to 

organise the data. Nvivo enables import and export of data into formats compatible with other 

computer software like Microsoft Word and Excel but the hardware available to me struggled 

to process the size of the files generated when all the information was in Nvivo. An alternate 

structure was used which enabled quicker access to the data. Nvivo was retained for the text 

information but End Note was utilised to order secondary source material and a nested folder 
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structure and coded file names were constructed to keep non-textual data, like photographs in 

order. 

Analysis of data was qualitative and iterative and began at the time of collection. The 

data from research case studies like this study is not manipulated to illustrate a concept, as 

may happen in ‘educational case studies’ (Yin, 2009). While other methods can be used to 

analyse case study data, a qualitative thematic method based on Thomas (2011) was used. I 

identified themes that capture the essence of the case by examining the data and noting ideas 

that were repeated throughout the data. These ideas were used to create a set of categories to 

code the data. After reviewing and coding the data using the categories, I re-assessed the 

relevance of the categories and merged categories, sometimes creating a new more inclusive 

category. Thomas (2011) refers to this process as the constant comparative method and notes 

the data can be re-examined multiple times. After the essential themes were identified I 

sought to identify the links between them (Thomas, 2011). The result was compared to the 

theoretical proposition, in this case, ‘do hybrid organisations which value environment and 

social outcomes influence people to think and act in ways that improve environmental 

wellbeing through social learning?’ During the first analysis stage there did appear to be 

examples of social learning, however as previously noted, if the data had not supported the 

theory then I would have sought a new theory to provide a more accurate explanation 

(Bergene, 2007; Yin, 2009).  

This approach acknowledges that data collection would be influenced by a 

social/cultural lens, but accepts the position that the analysis revealed a valid understanding 

(White et al., 2009). Validity was improved by using triangulation, where data about the same 

incident but from different sources was compared (Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2009). Identifying the 

convergence in different sources of information increases the accuracy of the conclusion 
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(Yin, 2009). That personal aspects that can influence an individual’s perceptions such as 

emotions, knowledge and preferences caused difference was considered. Being aware of 

these motivations and the use of the participants’ interpretations of the situation was 

considered relevant to the study’s ontology and epistemology which values understanding 

why entities react in observed ways (Bergene, 2007). When different sources identify the 

same thing as a cause, it is likely that what is referred to is a mechanism (Bergene, 2007; 

Easton, 2010). 

After the separate analysis, the results of each study were collated and re-examined to 

provide insight on the similarities and differences across the three sites (Yin, 2009). This 

format is called an ‘embedded design’ and allows examination of the broader phenomenon, 

as opposed to the differences between each case (Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2009). Patterns of 

variables can help explain how and why an outcome came about and if this is the same as 

what was expected (Yin, 2009). In addition, analogy and ‘what if’ questions were used to 

interpret the meaning, particularly if there was a difference between cases (Thomas, 2011). 

The outcomes of next step of analysis, comparing the case studies of the three organisations 

together (Yin, 2009) will be reported on in Chapter 4.  

The relevance of this research to a wider audience, for example, relevance to social 

work practitioners (Ludwig & Wood, 2013; Yin, 2009) is discussed further in Chapter 5. 

Rigour in the Case Study 

Some researchers propose that the quality of social research should be assessed 

differently to the ways developed for quantitative positivist research (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2013). Thomas (2011) argues that validity and reliability are concepts that do not apply to 

case studies because real world situations always change, and researchers have unique values 
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and perspectives that cannot be replicated. Instead Thomas (2011) proposes quality standards 

for case studies including writing in a way that is clear, having a question that is significant 

and well defined, ensuring the methods for data collection and analysis would likely be 

effective, the process and the researcher’s influence are covered in sufficient detail and any 

claims made are clearly described and supported. It is also important that the research was 

conducted in a fair and ethical way (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013; Thomas, 2011).  

Support for Thomas’ view that validity and reliability do not apply to case studies is 

not unified, as Yin (2009) suggests that all research should have construct validity, internal 

validity, external validity and reliability (see Table 3). Yin (2009) suggests the strategies 

illustrated in Table 3 to enhance validity and reliability. Both authors have influenced the 

methods were used in this study. It is the researcher’s view that these strategies and standards 

were achieved. 
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Table 3 

Case study tactics for four design tests (adapted from Yin, 2009). 

Tests Case Study Tactic Phase of Research 

Construct Validity Use multiple sources of 

evidence 

Establish chain of evidence 

Key informants review draft 

Data collection 

 

Data collection 

Composition 

Internal validity Do explanation building 

Address rival explanations 

Use Logic models 

Data Analysis 

Data Analysis 

Data Analysis 

External validity Use theory  

Use replication logic in 

multiple case studies 

Research Design 

Research Design 

Reliability Use case study protocol 

Develop a case study 

database 

Data collection 

Data collection 

 

This study collected data from multiple sources to provide evidence for conclusions 

and had several participants review the material. This process has been alluded to in earlier 

sections using the term ‘triangulation’ from Thomas (2011). Triangulation utilises convergent 
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validity, which is when the findings from multiple sources correspond to support a 

proposition (Rubin & Babbie, 2008). When conclusions from the analysis of the three case 

studies were compared, explanation of any divergence in the findings was explained in a 

manner similar to divergent validity (Rubin & Babbie, 2008; Yin, 2009). Divergent validity 

requires the difference between two constructs to be clearly explained. These methods 

improve construct validity (Yin, 2009). 

External validity refers to if the findings can be related to situations beyond the study 

itself, including other similar studies. Thomas (2010) suggested including analysis of the 

comparison between sources to ensure claims about the study are well supported. Analytical 

generalisation is a type of external validity, where a theory that is supported by the 

conclusion of one supported is also supported when applied to the other cases (Bergene, 

2007; Yin, 2009). As this is a multiple case study design this form of generalisation was 

applied.  

Reliability refers to the repeatability. The reliability in a case study is determined by 

the way it is documented, so that there is sufficient detail to enable replication of the study’s 

processes (Yin, 2009). The data and the original notes have been kept in line with ethical 

requirements for inspection and to preserve the evidence chain (Yin, 2009). Again Thomas 

(2011) offered similar advice, stating that questions and methods should be relevant and well 

defined, that transparency is important and the researcher’s assumptions should be disclosed 

to allow any bias to be accounted for. These methods have provided valid and valuable data 

(Yin, 2009).  

In addition to the methods related to the design of the study, methods that seek to take 

account of variables after the data is collected are advised. These are ways to counter the 
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commonly cited limitation of the case study, being a lack of generalizability (Brewer, 2000; 

Flyvberg, 2006; Yin, 2009). The case study applies a specific perspective to variables in that 

they should be included and understood. Bergene (2007) stated that according to critical 

realism, data is made meaningful when the context is recorded and understood. Variables 

were identified and explained during the analysis of the data, providing validity in offering 

wider understanding of situations beyond the study. Following are methods that were applied 

in this research project. 

During the analysis I sought to ensure internal validity. This included assessing if the 

conclusions I had drawn were consistent within the study and assessing alternative 

explanations to see if a better explanation than the initial proposed social learning theory had 

become apparent (Yin, 2009). Yin (2009) advised the use of logic to compare what would be 

expected from the application of the theory to what had been observed. An example for an 

individual in this study could be, unemployment → work for welfare → required to attend 

organisation x → observes others recycling waste → starts to recycle at work → reports 

recycling behaviour to home setting.  This process aligns to the process of retroduction 

(Vincent & O'Mahoney, 2018). In this way theory was used to enhance the researcher’s 

understanding of the world in line with critical realist approaches to theory as a guide 

(Bergene, 2007). According to Thomas (2011) these methods assist to ensure clarity and 

support the validity of the conclusions.  

Abduction and retroduction were also used in this research, but as it is impossible to 

account for all the variables prior to the observed event, induction is not used (Thomas, 

2010). Abduction is a process of drawing conclusions from experience to learn about theory, 

such as the context in which it does or does not apply (Bergene, 2007; Thomas, 2010). 

Retroduction refers to the process of moving from the observed empirical level to uncover 
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causal elements from the actual level (Bergene, 2007). Both methods are considered to be 

consistent with critical realism (Bergene, 2007). The two processes of retroduction and 

abduction hold much in common as understanding is discovered through analysis after the 

event and takes into account formal theory, any available objective science, and participants’ 

explanations (Carter et al., 2013; Fletcher, 2017).  

Ethics 

Thomas (2011) states that upholding ethical behaviour is a measure of quality for a 

case study, which includes anticipating the effect on the participants. This research gained 

clearance from Human Research Ethics Committee Griffith University approval reference 

number 2018/103.  

Consent  

The consent process was two-fold as first consent had to be achieved for the 

organisation to be involved and then consent was obtained from the participants. 

Organisational consent and individual consent forms were developed (Appendix E) and used. 

I provided organisational representatives with information about the study and provided 

opportunities for the representatives to ask questions prior to organisational consent being 

obtained. In addition to their individual contributions, the owners/managers provided consent 

in writing to me, including access to written and electronic materials about the organisation. 

All individual participation was voluntary, and the individual was informed of their right to 

withdraw at any time. 

To ensure awareness that research is being conducted, the owner/manager was asked 

to display a notice in a publicly visible space within the organisation. This was undertaken for 

the duration of the research period with each organisation. The notice explained that research 
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was being undertaken, the purpose of the research and what an individual should do if they 

had any questions or concerns (Appendix F). Copies of the information were freely available 

to potential participants. This notice added to transparency and inclusivity by providing an 

inclusive way for all stakeholders to become aware of their options. 

Consent for participation in interviews was opt in with written and recorded verbal 

consent obtained at the commencement of interviews. Observational data was also collected 

and as this was an opportunistic process, participants were consulted after the observation and 

given the opportunity to veto the use of any observation including information that could lead 

to their identification. Organisational stakeholders also had the right to pre-empt observation 

by informing me that they did not wish to be observed at the beginning of the data collection 

period. This right was exercised rarely. I was asked not to record observations about school-

aged participants from a school for people with a disability and during one organisational 

meeting that I was not permitted to attend. The rare use of this restriction means extensive 

data was collected. 

Most of the participants were adults, thus were able to give informed consent. 

However, I was aware that there were organisational opportunities offered for people with an 

intellectual disability and people under the legal age of consent (18 years). One individual 

under the age of 18 participated in an interview. After reviewing recommendations from both 

the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual (GUREM) (Office for Research, 2018) and 

the National Statement on Ethical Conduct (NHMRC, 2007) I believed that there was 

minimal risk to safety or welfare of any participant. I also consulted my supervisory team and 

it was decided that as the individual was 16 and had displayed maturity by selecting and 

voluntarily attending the organisation, it would not be ethical to question the individual’s 

right to express self-determination in this instance. This meant that there were no cases where 
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the procedures developed in line with the GUREM (Office for Research, 2018) to gain 

permission from legal guardians prior to data collection was not required as it was considered 

everyone who participated was capable of consent.  

As advised by GUREM (Office for Research, 2018) should an individual wish to 

participate who was not capable to give informed consent, I would have invited the 

individuals to consult with a parent or guardian about participating. I was also open to 

guardians or parents to participating in interviews, but this circumstance did not arise. I was 

not made aware of information that placed an ethical obligation on me to disclose it without 

consent. The guidelines GUREM provided that ‘the researcher should reflect on what 

potential participants will be told about the anticipated disclosure… [and] on the degree to 

which there is sufficient public interest to justify the disclosure.’(Office for Research, 2018, 

p. booklet 40; p.10), were not implemented. The need to consult the supervisory panel about 

ethically problematic revelations, as advised by the AASW’s professional ethics (Australian 

Association of Social Workers, 2010) was also not utilised. 

Data that can identify participants, such as the consent forms, was kept in a private 

and securely locked cabinet and protected by passwords if in electronic format. All 

individuals were asked to nominate a code name to insure confidentiality. However, the 

position of the individual and the small size of the organisations did mean some individuals, 

particularly those that have unique responsibilities, would have been identifiable to others. I 

alerted participants of this possibility, but participants did not seem concerned. Most stated 

that the open culture of the organisations meant they had no secrets to keep. Some 

participants wanted to be identified and asked specifically to use their own names. This was 

particularly true in relation to the organisational founders. GUREM states anonymity is not 

always essential, it is however, important that the participants are able to choose to not be 
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involved if they judge there is an unacceptable risk to themselves (Office for Research, 

2018). In addition to giving consent during the data collection process, all participants had an 

opportunity to review a draft report and participants did not express concern about the 

information used.  

Managing Impact  

This project utilised journaling about the research project to maintain an awareness of 

influences on the research. This is in line with GUREM advise that ethics is included in the 

researcher’s ongoing reflective practices (Office for Research, 2018). Such reflection assisted 

with ethical reporting requirements which were made 12 months after the date of approval, 

and then again on completion in line with the Office for Research (2018) guidelines. 

Benefits of this Research Project 

While this research will be of benefit to the development of knowledge, the 

participatory model also meant data was available for the organisation’s internal planning and 

assessment outcomes. There might have been a benefit to the organisation’s effective 

running, but I was not informed if this occurred.  

Additionally, discussion during interviews and reviewing materials during participant 

feedback did provide new insights for some individuals, such as a realisation that their 

activities benefited the environment in ways they had not previously considered.  

Risks of this Research Project 

There was minimal risk anticipated for participants in this study because the topic 

related to the shared social space of the workplace. In community work, data collection is 

known to stimulate an individual to reflect and discover new insights about themselves, but 
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all participants appeared to have sufficient resources to cope with insights they gained (Carter 

et al., 2013). The concern that the research may cause discomfort or distress to people 

vulnerable due to youth or intellectual impairment (NHMRC, 2007) did not eventuate. Some 

stakeholders were required to attend the organisation as a result of being part of a larger 

group like a school class, welfare requirements, justice department orders or other 

circumstances. This placed them in an unequal power situation and I took care to ensure they 

knew their participation in the research was voluntary irrespective of the views of their 

authority figure as advised by the NHMRC (2007). However, it seemed that the participants 

who were compelled to attend the organisation appreciated being interviewed as it provided 

acknowledgement that their perspectives were valuable. Negative views were directed 

towards the government department and job network providers, not the participating 

organisation or towards myself. The prepared handout to assist an individual experiencing 

distress to access help (see Appendix G) was not required.  

Summary  

This chapter has discussed the methodology of this research project stating the aim 

and research questions. The project’s perspective on what reality is and how we can come to 

know it has been identified as critical realism. This means the project takes the ontological 

position, that an actual world exists and is changed by agent’s actions but humans’ ability to 

perceive this world is partial and imperfect and the epistemology that understanding the 

actual level is achieved by seeking to understand what is and what happened from multiple 

perspectives. Methods to ensure rigour have been explained, starting with identifying my own 

position. Details about how the organisations were chosen and how data was collected in an 

ethical way was presented. The data that was collected using these methods will be presented 

in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 4 

Factors Impacting Environmental Wellbeing: Findings.   

The findings that result from the analysis of data from all three organisations are 

presented in this chapter. This chapter begins by examining problems that were identified 

during data collection that can be said to have a locus of control within the individual, 

followed by problems that originate outside of the individual including social pressures, 

systemic barriers, climate change, and some of the secondary problems that arise from a lack 

of environmental care. The latter half of the chapter will explore the factors that improve 

environmental wellbeing, including normalising environmental care, increasing nature 

contact, mindful consumption, education and the traits displayed by participants that indicate 

a concern for environmental wellbeing. The actions that the organisations undertake to 

influence the wider community will be covered before examining the organisational features 

that contribute to environmental wellbeing, and finally some observations regarding a broader 

application of the hybrid business model will be explored. 

Individual Level Barriers  

Factors that are internal to the individual influence the wellbeing of the environment. 

Some of the barriers to increasing environmental wellbeing include apathy, ignorance and 

antipathy about the relationship between human and environmental wellbeing and the innate 

value of the natural environment. These titles describe thematic categories and the reasons 

people have these responses may be due to a variety of causes including health issues or a 

lack of knowledge. People may agree that the environment is important but find the problem 

too complex or they are overwhelmed or burnt out. The motivations that shape these 

responses will be discussed in greater detail in the discussion.  

There were three broad categories of not caring about environmental wellbeing: 
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Apathy – not caring 

Antipathy – having negative feelings about environmentalism 

Ignorance – not knowing 

Apathy about the Environment as an Individual Level Barrier  

Respondents from all three organisations reported a perception that there is 

widespread apathy in the general population about the impact of people on the natural 

environment. For example, a Running Wild participant, Mocktail Lady, stated that in regard 

of the environment, “adults are dirty and lazy and don’t care” (Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW). 

The two organisations Substation 33 and Running Wild that involved participants who may 

not be motivated by environmental values also displayed behaviours congruent with wider 

social apathy. 

I don’t know if we process our waste very well. Like the food 

waste. We might have bottles not being recycled or cans and 

you know because we can’t you know, we have to set up the 

processes and get people to care. (TS, contractor, S33) 

The disposing of waste, such as recyclable food packaging and 

compostable food in landfill bins (Figure 3) and littering (Figure 4) was 

observed by both myself and some participants. Apathy was identified as a 

reason that the available facilities were not utilised consistently by members of 

the public and organisational participants. Apathy may stop people from 

participating in basic environmentally beneficial behaviours themselves like putting their 

rubbish in a bin, but can discourage other people from making an effort to benefit the 

Figure 3.  
Recyclables in 
Landfill Bin, 
Substation 33, 
2018. 

 

Figure 4.  
Litter on Ground 
Near Bin, Lamb 
Island, 2019. 
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environment. If people seem unable to put rubbish in a bin, expecting people will sort rubbish 

for recycling and compost might seem pointless.  

 

Antipathy to Environment as an Individual Level Barrier 

It seemed that some people are active in resisting environmental wellbeing. They do 

not want to support behaviours that benefit the environment. The respondents’ reports show 

that people believe that caring for the environment was difficult, uncomfortable and 

expensive. They avoided acting responsibly towards the environment and did not want to 

hear why they ought to improve environmental wellbeing. Many participants reported hearing 

comments similar to the following; “Shut up Tony! I don’t want to talk about it. For years, it 

was give me your electronic waste. For years it was, why is it going to landfill?” (Tony, 

founder, S33). People with antipathy towards environmental wellbeing are less likely to 

question problematic environmental stereotypes and may even make and defend excuses that 

will justify continued environmental degradation. Antipathy was displayed by members of 

the general community as well as family and friends of respondents. 

It is sort of a basic mentality I think. Sort of whether you do or not do it, and a 

lot of people choose not to do it, because it is cheaper not to buy organic and 

not to buy, and often prefer not to make the effort to compost and recycle their 

waste. You know, don’t bother to grow veggies when you don’t have much 

time, and you prefer not to be out there on weekends in the hot sweaty sun, 

getting eaten by mosquitoes, growing, gardening. (Nick, manager, RW) 

My very own parents do the same, friends do the same. They literally can’t see 

between paying that much for what they see as the very same product at Coles 
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and Woolies … because people pick out the one negative thing, and people 

will pick out the one thing, that's the reason ‘I don't like it’ and it may not be a 

big reason but that may be enough of a reason for them to say that’s not for 

me. (Tan-Ni, employee, FC) 

Although involved in organisations with an environmental focus, some participants 

were reported to have no interest in the environment and were resistant to environmental 

messages. Participants did not want to make lifestyle changes. TS believed that “in terms of 

diet and the environment, I don’t know if most people will listen, I don’t think they would” 

(contractor, S33). People with big concerns about the environment would refrain from talking 

about the environment in case participants felt alienated. 

I have found there are a lot of people on the table here that just don’t want to 

hear about it [environmentalism], so I don’t try to push the agenda, same as 

veganism as well so, you turn people off quite quickly. (Simon, manager, S33) 

Antipathy to the environment is also structural as many organisations are founded on 

a norm of externalising their environmental costs and responsibilities. The current, dominant 

business context creates a precedent where costs to environmental wellbeing are often 

outsourced and caring for the environment is seen as an unfair burden that creates 

disadvantage in the commercial market. Respondents shared anecdotes that illustrated the 

resistance to even small changes to benefit the environment in other workplaces.  

It is a big hospital and there would be things that they can do. At the moment 

it’s very minimal. Even coffee grounds, they don’t recycle coffee grounds, 

they just dump it in the trashcan. I asked them ‘can I have the coffee grounds’ 
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and they say ‘no’, because they don’t have enough manpower to do it. (Alice, 

microbusiness owner, FC)  

There are people that … say ‘screw you jack and I don’t care’, and their 

thinking is short term, immediate, you must have met people who play 

politics, and they put more effort to play politics for some obscure reason that 

if they just did the job they’d be a superstar … the problem is that the 

…[people who] don’t give a flying fig about any of that stuff, they care about 

their lifestyle here today ... [and that type of person] is quite happy to screw 

over a whole community if he gets to drive a Ferrari and live in a big house. 

There is no known way that people like that will recycle because it is good for 

us. (Burt, volunteer, S33) 

The prevalence of environmental antipathy throughout organisational structures 

normalises antipathy to the environment. Activities such as proper waste management are not 

only undervalued but individuals and powerful entities will work actively to prevent action 

that advances it. That there is an environmental benefit is not considered as highly important 

in current business decisions. 

Environmental Ignorance as an Individual Level Barrier  

Respondents from all three organisations observed that there was widespread 

ignorance of the innate value of and instrumental values for humans in preserving aspects of 

nature. They reported that people in the general community do not know about ecology or 

natural diversity and may hold inaccurate beliefs about nature. Examples given by the 
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respondents include that members of the public do not know what food should look like, what 

grows locally (Figure 5) and the environmental outcomes of the decisions they make. 

 

It has become very clear to me … that few people really understand the 

ecology of the islands or the ecosystems on the island, so there is an incredible 

ignorance around, around the environment and environmental issues on the 

islands which is no different to every other community that I have lived in, in 

Australia. (Nick, manager, RW)  

Because the consumer likes conformity, the consumer has been trained to like 

uniformity, so if it looks good on the shelves than the consumer will buy it. 

They will pick the one they like from the shape, rather than just grab one and 

eat it. Also for transportation the old varieties often bruise easily whereas the 

new varieties don’t bruise. It’s hard to bruise them, and they also can be 

picked greener, which does reduce the flavour and nutrients. (James B, 

employee, FC)   

Within the organisations, ignorance seemed to be more prominent among people 

when the environment was not an important motivator for participation. Some respondents 

Figure 5.  
Food Consumers May Not Know, Food Connect, 2018. Fruits and Vegetables Grown by Food Connect Suppliers. 2018 L-R: 
Rosella, Sweet Pepino, Cassava, Amaranth, Okra. 
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seemed to have internalised a compartmentalisation separating the environment out of their 

lives. Respondents seemed not to have thought about how their lives are linked to the natural 

environment and seemed to see the environment as something with an existence unrelated to 

themselves. The idea that humans are separate to the environment is shown by comments 

such as: “I live right across the road from a park so pretty much I get both [built and natural 

environment]. It doesn’t really impact me in any way” (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). 

Even individuals who show sophisticated understanding of other complex systems appeared 

to default to an idea that people are somehow separate to the ecosystem. Comments like this 

and the one below, suggest that there are many influential but erroneous ideas about the 

environment that create habitual thought patterns detrimental to thinking about the 

environment.  

Personally at home, I’d not thought about it much. But I do recycle, badly. But 

as outside of to me, it’s just there, I live in four walls, I don’t go outside much, I don’t 

go fishing, so the environment itself doesn’t have much of an impact on me through 

my private life. (Athole, employee, RW) 

These responses indicate that it is possible to live in our society and be ignorant of the 

central role of the environment in supporting life. However, everyone who was interviewed 

eventually made comments that indicated they did think at least some aspect of the 

environment was important but the link between their concerns and environmentalism did not 

always seem evident to them. It seems most likely that the respondents I interviewed were 

transitioning becoming people care about the environment although some still retained 

ignorance about what they could do about environmental issues. This category is discussed in 

further detail below. 
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People Who Care But Do Not Know What To Do.  The data indicated that some 

people find the environment is too complicated and too difficult. People can care about the 

environment but not know what to do to help the environment because environmental 

activities are perceived as exotic and unrelated to their day-to-day lives. Initial responses 

from some participants, particularly at Substation 33 and Running Wild, appear to indicate 

that people found that the environment was too difficult to talk about.  

Interviewer: ‘So could you describe what role the Environment has in relation 

to you?’  

Shannon: ‘I don’t really know to be honest.’ 

Interviewer: ‘OK, that’s fine, so we will just keep going. I guess to explore the 

idea, do you feel that you have any obligation towards the natural 

environment, or do you see it as important in an aspect of your life?’ 

Shannon: ‘Not really to be honest.’ (compelled volunteer, S33) 

 

Interviewer: I would like to get your idea about what role the environment has 

in relation to you. 

M: In relation to me?  

I: Yeah. What does the environment mean, what do you feel about it? What is 

it to begin with?  

M: oh god [long pause]. 
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Interviewer: This is just to get a basic understanding so I can work out where 

you are coming from. 

[long pause] 

I: Well OK. You have got a kid that says M ‘what’s the environment’?  

M: The environment is what you live in, I guess.  

Interviewer: yeah?  

M: The environment is the land. 

Interviewer: hm. And does it have an impact on your life?  

M: Yeah 

I: can you expand further, in what way? 

M: I don’t know (trainee, RW). 

 

The natural environment refers to a big and complicated entity and the ways that it 

impacts on daily life do not always come to mind when discussing it. As information is often 

presented in small ‘bites’, a barrier is created for discussing complicated ideas such as 

environmental issues. There are many aspects of the ecosystem that are not yet fully 

understood, and people may not have the vocabulary necessary to express ideas such as the 

role of the natural environment in our lives. These concerns were raised by Primus, a 

manager at Food Connect, who observed: “There’s a lot to know, even people working in 

those areas, they must feel they don’t know everything, that they are trying to learn more 
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about the environment. I think there’s allot of unknown” (Primus, manager, FC). These 

factors combine to make it difficult for people to understand why and how they can support 

environmental wellbeing.  

In terms of getting the message across it comes across in terms of the story 

and it is this big and think that people can only, they only really want the tag 

line some times. It's only really Instagram posts and Facebook posts and if you 

could condense the story into that, than - well we are working on that, we’ve 

got marketing people trying to help us out. If we could condense what we 

wanted to say we could have a bigger effect. (Tan-Ni, employee, FC)  

I find that really hard to explain. It’s about our environment and how we work 

with our environment. It’s all connected. I find that connection really hard to 

explain … Cause you know it. You see it. But when you look at it there is no 

term for it – well in English. (Lavinia, youth worker, RW)  

More directive questioning about specific examples of environmentalism and 

observations of actions undertaken by participants revealed that even those participants who 

initially struggled to talk about the environment have both an understanding of what the 

environment is and have a desire to protect and preserve it. This would seem to show that it is 

the perception of the environment as complex and separate from daily activity creates a 

barrier for environmental activity.  

Structural Level Barriers 

The following section reports the factors that exist external to the individual make it 

more difficult to advance environmental wellbeing.  
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Social Prejudice as a Structural Barrier  

Participants’ responses indicated that social norms in Australia are not supportive of 

actions that maximise environmental wellbeing. Participants spoke about feeling that they 

were in a minority when it came to caring about the environment. The sentiment of the 

following response by Max Power was also echoed by other participants: “We seem to be the 

only ones in this place doing it, collection storage, regeneration” (Max Power, trainee, RW). 

Furthermore, other community members were said to be acting in ways that are destructive to 

the environment “everyone else is … chopping trees down” (Professor X, trainee, RW). 

Behaviour that depletes environmental wellbeing is normal while acting to benefit the 

environment was perceived as marginal. 

Environmentalism is suppressed by the reaction of the wider community. Showing an 

interest in the natural environment was reported to reduce the level of acceptance for the 

individual in the wider community. Respondents reported how environmental behaviours 

were viewed negatively by members of society who can say or do things that are confronting 

when they see people undertaking environmentally motivated activities. For example, TS 

hypothesised that other people would “walk in and say well look at this place, it looks like a 

dump!” (TS, contractor, S33). Many participants reported feeling that working to recycle 

waste or picking up litter would cause others to devalue them, and those trying to live in ways 

that benefit the environment reported fear of discrimination or ostracism of themselves or 

their children.  

There’s always so much more we can do, but I try and find a balance between 

letting the children, because it’s very difficult for them, with their friends, not 

having what their friends have and so I try and stop before it seems too 
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extreme because I just don't think it’s fair on the children. (Tan-Ni, employee, 

FC) 

Definitely people seem to think you’re, ah, left field … like when you talk 

about micro-ecology and it’s not viewable by the human eye, so it doesn’t … 

[get understood] … I think, because you haven’t taken that formal agricultural 

approach of being able to sit there and buy your tractor, buy your fertilizer 

applicator and it gets filled up with 13 kg of nitrogen and 14kg of potassium 

… the general public … a lot of people frown upon it for some reason. (Jay, 

farmer, FC) 

These impressions were often backed up by experience, with several participants 

sharing experiences of being negatively judged because of their environmental concerns. In 

the responses below, Professor X shared how strangers feel able to make unsolicited 

comments while Alice recounts negative feedback from family members. 

You are always aware you are a weirdo. I was sitting there the other day at the 

Chemist when we were walking down to the boat and I am on me hands and 

knees getting some midyim berries and it was like, ‘we are always seeing your 

fuckin’ head down in some sort of tree’. (Professor X, trainee, RW)  

When I go to the supermarket buy food and buy other things and I look at the 

packaging and I say ‘no, that’s too much packaging, lets go somewhere else 

like a farmer’s market, and get the things you need’, and my mother says, ‘you 

look like you’re stealing stuff, you need to get a proper package’. (Alice, 

microbusiness owner, FC) 
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There was also an issue of gender discrimination during the observation period at 

Substation 33, when a university collaborator attempted to have students undertake practical 

experience at Substation 33. This proposal was reported to be unsuccessful due to senior 

figures feeling that it was too dirty for females. This seemed to ignore the fact that many 

females were present at the time, including volunteers and graduates that chose to come to 

Substation 33 and myself.  

Despite adults’ believing others would judge them negatively for being involved in 

recycling waste, Dale shared his experience of people stating that picking up rubbish was 

construed as a reward for children involved in the Marine Debris program at Running Wild. 

“That kid’s mother the other day, she thinks it was a reward for the kid to be coming out so 

she said, ‘no, the kid’s not coming’.” (Dale, volunteer, RW). People failed to see that 

changing an individual’s context to promote desired behaviours can be more effective than 

focusing on that individual’s deficiencies and were antagonistic because the participants 

enjoyed the experience. It may be that criticism of environmentally beneficial behaviours is 

motivated by discomfort at deviation from social norms. 

I had a council guy come up to me and go off at me because I was taking the 

kids and picking up rubbish from the mangroves. He told me how ridiculous it 

was and how the kids just play up to have a day off school to come out with 

me. I just, well I got quite upset about that … I thought everyone would be 

supporting this sort of stuff you know. And now all of a sudden you have got 

people shooting you down. (Dale, volunteer, RW)  

Negative responses from family members and the wider community may deter 

individuals from undertaking environmentally beneficial behaviours. Participants did report 
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that they felt unable to do anything about people who damage the environment and would not 

undertake environmentally friendly actions while other people were watching because it 

made them feel vulnerable and afraid. A1 recalled seeing “people just going through their 

purse and screwing up their receipts and just throwing them on the ground … [I don’t do 

anything] … because they are mental, and I don’t want to get hassled” (A1, trainee, RW). 

Participants also questioned if anything that they did would be effective in changing people.  

I don’t like confrontation, and I would rather just, ‘cause I know if they are 

doing something wrong I know that they are doing something wrong, but I 

don’t know if I would be brave enough to go up and say something to them … 

[and] … no one listens. (Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW) 

These anecdotes indicate that there are people who will refrain from undertaking 

environmental actions as environmentalism is viewed as a negative and perhaps even an 

antisocial act. Even if these actions are only viewed as eccentric it would seem likely that 

people would not heed the views of someone who is considered odd. This social reaction 

would decrease motivation of people to participate in environmentally supportive behaviours. 

Social Taboos are a Barrier to Care of the Environment  

There are taboos against mentioning environmental risk factors particularly the 

pressures of human overpopulation, even though this may inhibit present and future 

wellbeing. There is also a strong narrative in our society that people should be free to have 

their own beliefs and act in accordance with those beliefs. Despite other people judging his 

behaviour, Professor X stated he would not judge others. “For the most part I will never tell 

someone not to do what they are doing because that’s your walk-in life” (Professor X, 

trainee, RW). Individuals did not feel that they were entitled to advocate for the environment, 
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particularly in relation to actions that have small short-term damage despite the fact that the 

small actions, like littering or killing insects can accumulate to create significant damage to 

the ecosystem. The dominance of a consumerist paradigm in shaping people’s beliefs creates 

a dilemma between the need to respect individuals right for self-determination and the 

urgency to act for the sake of the environment and the future health for all people and the 

planet. 

It is hard to because some people don’t want to know but some people do, but 

people live on a day to day basis they have got their routine they have that 

same routine, and they don’t want to break the comfort line. Why jump out of 

the box if the box is good? … it is the environment what you grew up in too. 

You might have a bad family environment well, that is a killer straight away. 

Especially if you are 10 year old. Or younger. (Buck, supervisor, S33)  

If we don’t use good farming methods you can destroy the biodiversity in the 

soil and you can destroy the soil entirely until you get to a point when there’s 

no ecosystem possible and that’s not something that may happen in the future, 

it’s happened many times in the past. It’s happening now and it can happen 

not just through chemical use, it can happen through bad farming techniques, 

and just over-farming so that’s where that balance comes back again. It ties 

into that ‘p’ word no one wants to mention, population. 

 (The Doctor, manager, FC) 

The taboo of talking about people’s impact on the environment or acting to save the 

environment can be detrimental to environmentalism. People who are ignorant and apathetic 

about the environment are unlikely to know that anyone holds a different opinion. They are 
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unlikely to be challenged to change and will continue behaviours like littering or killing 

native plants and animals, reducing environmental wellbeing. Another interpretation is that 

there is an unspoken agreement in social groups not to speak about difficult or disturbing 

topics as people seek to minimise future suffering by distancing themselves emotionally from 

what they fear they will lose.  

Language is Co-opted, a Structural Barrier 

Participants observed that terms that name and describe concepts related to 

environmentalism are often used in ways that have very little to do with the natural 

environment. Business uses words like sustainable, ecosystem, natural and environment when 

referring to economic and market concepts. Thus, differentiation becomes a problem for the 

organisations that are really investing in environmental wellbeing to differentiate themselves 

or even have integral parts of their organisation understood.  

[Language] it’s been co-opted by big industry. There’s even managed funds 

around these days that are called ‘managed sustainable funds’ business has a 

different definition. Sustainable for them, is sustainable profits, so ten years 

down the track they still want to be making a profit essentially, and they might 

take into account that their business has environmental effects and they want 

to cut those environmental effects out if it is going to affect profit then it won't 

be a sustainable profit, so that’s more what they are thinking when they think 

sustainable. (The Doctor, manager, FC) 

They see an organisation that has a social consciousness but may be not really 

realise that it is a driving force in the organisation. You know once again the 

perception is often different from what actually happens, and until people are 
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really engaged in the organisation they don’t often see how important it is to 

us. The people that are running it, you know. It is basically it is core, it is a 

core mentality that is just sort of there. (Nick, manager, RW) 

The lack of clarity around environmental terminology creates confusion and distrust 

about environmental claims made by businesses.  

Other Organisational Models are a Structural Barrier 

The beliefs and assumptions ingrained in other organisations can impede activity that 

is beneficial to the environment. Food Connect’s mission to have low food miles and a 

smaller carbon footprint was compromised by a relatively recent introduction of a home 

delivery service that the organisation felt forced to begin in order to remain viable given 

customer expectations. In the following comment, Chook talks about the Marine Debris 

program that engages school students in activity that improves environmental wellbeing. 

I think it has been difficult with the older kids because the school doesn’t 

support, the local school is not supportive, they are just going ‘oh it is too 

hard. Oh it’s too hard’, whereas I am getting the parents coming to me and 

they are saying ‘I want my kid on the program like now’.  

(Chook, founder, RW).  

With transport we try and keep our food miles down … the home delivery is 

… only relatively new, we were doing it last year … that’s something that we 

just had to do to compete with other organisations, so yeah, it was kind of 

limiting those individual miles and kind of having those city cousins the hub, 

and you know that would be the customers’ local place to pick things up so 

rather than dropping off to 20 individual customers, we drop to one, so trying 
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to keep those food miles down, the carbon footprint.  

(Sweet Potato, employee, FC) 

Participants recognised that inattention to the wellbeing of the environment extends 

beyond the local community. It was clear to participants that there are cultural and systemic 

factors that contribute to poor environmental decisions including population pressures, 

lifestyle choices and common businesses practices. “I think the system as it is, likes 

centralisation, instead of decentralised market system … where all the buyers go to the one 

market” (James B, employee, FC). These comments indicate that the respondents know 

others do not care for the environment and that laws that are supposed to protect the 

environment are not applied or enforced in ways that preserve the ecosystem. The 

respondents appeared to expect to lose aspects of the natural environment that they value. It 

seems likely that they may try to reduce the intensity of their concern and attachment to 

something they think they will inevitably lose.  

I can still see the rubbish is there [on the mainland] and like I say, I see the 

weeds that are there, and well, the main thing over there is the like how we are 

all jammed into a space that can’t fit us and the only way to fix that is that we 

are going to remove a nice grass area on the other side of the inlet and put a 

concrete slab 5 stories high. So you know visually it is going to wreck the 

environment, we are not going to have a nice water front … it is going to 

effect the birds that are going through there now and all that sort of thing. 

(Athole, employee, RW) 

[This] island situation that is just being pillaged and plundered by commercial 

fishermen and commercial crabbers to the point that the local residents are 
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…[going to]… have a hard time catching a fish or getting a crab, and with that 

the turbidity and the destruction of the sea bed through you know continual 

ferry use or the increasing population causing increasing threats on our 

maritime health. The deforestation of our conservation area through residential 

development impacting on the habitat of our birds, I mean, it is a RAMSAR 

wetland area which is an international convention around the preservation of 

migratory bird habitat, which seems hypocritical that you know we are 

continually diminishing it through poor planning and zoning on behalf of local 

government … be it through fire or continuous pollution through increased 

population. (Nick, manager, RW) 

In addition to activities that cause environmental degradation such as centralisation of 

food production, pollution, development and human over-population, damage is also caused 

through the absence of environmentally beneficial structures. Infrastructure that would enable 

environmentally friendly behaviour like composting or recycling was absent. Individuals 

stated that organisations blocked or would penalise environmental activity because it did not 

contribute positively to profit. Participants indicated that they believe there are also socio-

cultural changes that are negatively impacting environmental wellbeing, for example that few 

people have home gardens.  

I don’t compost at home no, mainly because it’s a rental property and I 

haven’t got a garden to compost for, so all it is going to do is to add something 

else that I have to clean up when I move out. (Athole, employee, RW)  

A frustration … [is] to see 99 percent of our green waste transported off the 

island and not reused on the island … we tried to do something to fix this but 



152 

 

we hit a brick wall because … the state government agenda is to make organic 

recycling a business and as such you need millions of dollars of machinery to 

make that viable … and it’s all focussed on a commercial profit because it is 

all regarded as something we have to make a business out of instead of the 

social consciousness of allowing the communities to develop their own 

systems and processes so that the people who make the waste can reuse it. 

(Nick, manager, RW)   

The poor recognition of the importance of environmental preservation was also 

viewed as a barrier to employment opportunities in the environmental sector. Graduating 

trainees were concerned that paid job opportunities remain limited. The problem of finding 

secure paid employment in any field related to the environment was something that 

participants were aware of, as expressed by LB: “I don’t know where I want to put my feet. 

But if I could put it into this industry for the rest of my life, I would be a happy man” (LB, 

trainee, RW). The organisation of broader society creates barriers to enhancing 

environmental sustainability. 

Financial Viability is a Structural Barrier  

All the organisations had more work to assist the environment and/or the community 

that they thought they could be doing, but two of the organisations thought their activities 

were limited by a lack of money. Only Substation 33 reported financial success “we are 

pretty much looking down the barrel of a 35 percent growth in revenue this year” (Tony, 

founder, S33). During the observation period, Food Connect and Running Wild participants 

were worried about remaining financially viable because it is not customary to pay for work 

that benefits the wellbeing of community or the natural environment. A lack of funds also 
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impacted productivity as staff had to contend with equipment that was worn out or did not 

match the current requirements of the organisation. 

It is dependent on a very small team of skilled people with a limited amount of 

knowledgeable and skilled people outside of the organisation that we can draw 

on ... We have a very limited capacity to build viable commercial enterprises 

because of the small isolated nature of where we are and the resources that we 

can tap into … I am worried about the next 2 years. (Nick, manager, RW)  

If we had that finance that we could invest in software that would cut down 

manager’s work that is very manual, lots of data entry, lots of problems that 

come out of it not doing the work for us, and having to do it manually with 

room for a lot of error and that error always has a flow on effect. (Primus, 

manager, FC) 

While it can be argued that financial viability is due to poor business practices or a 

lack of demand the services of the three organisations were appreciated by the participants 

and their communities. One obvious problem for Running Wild was that it provides services 

needed by people with very low incomes who are not able to pay. A second problem raised 

by participants at Food Connect was that there is systemic discrimination against caring for 

environmental or social wellbeing. The free market has historically used up essential 

resources like fertile soil, water, and clean air without paying enough to ensure availability in 

the future and this is perceived as normal. Labour is usually only paid for if it generates 

financial profit, and access to money is limited if labour only improves the ability of other 

community members to be healthy, happy and productive. In the dominant business model, 
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environmental and social costs are viewed as optional costs and thus supporting sustainability 

is perceived as a choice.  

There’s all sorts of things we are doing or trying to improve in trying to reduce 

our environmental footprint, which is difficult for businesses, because 

consumers, there’s a word ‘externalise’ - consumers love to externalise their 

environmental costs and that’s true even of us. And also reducing the 

environmental footprint as a business can clash with meeting a consumer’s 

need. (The Doctor, manager, FC) 

We often rely on customers having a bit of an emotional attachment, it’s like 

supporting us rather than being purely a customer, so supporting farmers 

allows for more leeway, so OK, this week the produce is not perfect, this one 

had a little mark on it or whatever, that’s fine no trouble where as in other 

organisations, customers would complain straight away and demand a refund 

or other organisations would send them extra things. (Primus, manager, FC) 

During the observation period, Food Connect which has an ethical commitment to 

paying a fair price to producers and being environmentally responsible about waste, was 

losing customers to the increasing number of food delivery organisations that do not have the 

same commitment to wellbeing and offer cheaper prices. Some customers stated that they 

were reluctant about leaving but thought they had no other choice. “I like the concept of Food 

Connect but I can no longer afford the prices now that I am on a disability pension” 

(Customer feedback to Food Connect). I was also told that being a business that takes 

responsibility for the environmental and social impacts had also frustrated efforts to obtain 
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financial support including bank loans and business investors who saw using resources for 

social and environmental wellbeing as poor business strategy. 

The competitive environment has been the major one, there’s a lot of 

companies that have begun similar model to Food Connect and cut down a 

little bit on the ethics and ramped up a little bit on the customer side, on the 

convenience side of shopping on the quality, on the availability … Food 

Connect kept the customer base of the deep, deep greens, the ones that believe 

in what Food Connect does and how Food Connect does it. They don’t care 

that sometimes they don’t have the convenience. Unfortunately I think we lost 

all those light green customers to the competition. (Primus, manager, FC) 

When I first put together Food Connect it had to embody fairness, that paid 

farmers, paid workers equitably and treated everybody in the food system 

equitably and that’s really difficult … there’s a lot of competition from Coles 

and Woolies and customer expectations are around food prices to be not really 

reflecting the true cost of food. (Rob, founder, FC) 

People were concerned for other participants. While individuals stated they were 

willing to make an economic sacrifice themselves, they worried that other employees at their 

organisation were being exploited because the organisations provided lower financial 

renumeration than other businesses. The organisational commitment to promoting social and 

environmental wellbeing did cause there to be less resources to pay staff. This dilemma was 

exacerbated at Substation 33 where some people are compelled to attend by government 

welfare policy (Australian Government, 2018; Queensland Government, 2020a, 2020c). 
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Apart from having the benefits of discounted fruit and veggie boxes, having 

the fruit here to eat during the shifts and working in the supportive 

environment and those altruistic benefits of their work … if they were working 

elsewhere where they didn’t get the discount but they were earning a third 

more or a bit more, they could look after their wellbeing a bit better may be. 

(Primus, manager, FC) 

I think if it is important enough we should pay people … so that they have 

some freedom and then they can do something in their own time and then they 

have got that money – so that makes me feel sometimes a little weird, 

especially long-term employees that we aren’t paying but we depend on. It is 

like, oh I am not sure, like on one hand are we becoming dependent on 

volunteers? Is that a good or a bad thing? I am not sure. Um because then that 

can mean you are not thinking about your product and your business model 

and the amount of money you should be charging for it. Should we be 

charging more for it, instead of depending on volunteers who you can just 

replace all the time? Do we upskill volunteers enough is something I 

sometimes think about. Because you can keep people in low skill jobs, like 

deconstructing, you can always replace that with someone else and someone 

else. And may be some of these other tasks and that can mean you can charge 

less for your product but that means you are not really empowering this 

person. (TS, contractor, S33) 

Substation 33 and Running Wild provide work skills programs for long term 

unemployed people which includes a trainee wage for participants. Many participants had 

significant barriers that need to be addressed during the program including addiction, mental 
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health, lack of education and disrupted childhoods. People who ran the programs thought that 

it would be better if the programs lasted for a longer time. The support offered to job seekers 

and trainees at Running Wild and Substation 33 could be improved if social wellbeing was 

not viewed by society as an external factor to business.  

I think that the program should be a 12 month one, rather than 22 weeks. It is 

not even half a year for goodness sake ... we make a big difference in a short 

period of time. But that doesn’t mean it is good enough. And the problem is 

that the programs designed for this quick fix and you can only do so much in 

this short time. (Nick, manager, RW) 

These examples also illustrate how societal expectations and norms form barriers to 

advancing wellbeing. The organisations must find a balance between the ideals they are 

seeking to implement and societal values that normalise activity that is not optimal for social 

and environmental wellbeing.  

Exploring Legislation as a Barrier  

Substation 33 hosts people undertaking Centrelink Job Active requirements of up to 

50 hours a fortnight (Australian Government, 2018). As well as the ethical concerns raised 

earlier about utilising below award labour, participants also noted that the transitory nature of 

many people’s engagement with Substation 33 can be problematic. Individuals might lack 

commitment to advancing organisational goals or lack of understanding and skills to have a 

meaningful contribution. “We get a volunteer and we train them up and then they leave so 

maybe it is a programmer, maybe it is a volunteer who just found work” (TS, contractor, 

S33). Once individuals were trained this made them employable and they would often leave 
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for paid work. People who were unskilled or lacked commitment may also damage 

equipment. 

Stuff [put] in the shredder especially for 3D printing it has to – because any 

small contaminant is going to block the … point 4 mm [0.4mm] hole that it 

has to pass through, the melted plastic so it doesn’t take very much of a 

contaminant, so it is very difficult. (Simon, manager, S33) 

Comments by Rob, the founder of Food Connect, called attention to the 

discrimination that happens in Australian society based on formal education. Current 

legislation on worker’s rights award higher wages for some kinds of workers and lower for 

others, which was seen by Rob as a social justice issue. Being able to pack an attractive food 

box was as valuable as bookkeeping (Figure 6). Seeking to act on this principle and not 

conform to the law may mean the other wellbeing benefits such as the environmental benefits 

were put at risk. 

I have a lot of difficulty with the award wages thing that pays a 

clerk who sits in an office doing book work more than a person who 

works out there on the floor doing a hard physical - warehousing for 

instance … so I’ve always just paid them equal - so for me it was 

always around the responsibility they took and the people they 

looked after ... IR legislation is a particular constraint in building a 

social enterprise that addresses those core fundamentals of social 

justice in the community … allot of the ethical underpinnings into why we 

exist … and why I built the organisation, [are put] into risk. (Rob, founder, 

FC) 

Figure 6.  
Box of Food, Food 
Connect, 2018. 
Creating an 
Attractive Product 
as Important as 
Accurate Book-
Keeping.  
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People must find a balance between human wellbeing, financial cost and the 

environment. Legislation is shaped to address businesses practices that produce food in bulk, 

transport it long distances and store it for long periods of time. If the system was designed for 

locavores (people who eat food produced locally) and environmental wellbeing was a higher 

priority different practices might have developed. 

We would buy catering packs and we would ask our customers to send in any 

egg cartons … and use them over and over again but Food Safe won’t allow 

that because they want the food in an enclosed case from the farmer and the 

eggs have to be washed and stamped with the egg location in … tamper proof 

packs … they have to look at health outbreaks so, if there is an outbreak … 

they have to be able to trace the farm straight away … I can see their concern 

for mass health outbreaks ... when eggs actually come out of the chicken’s 

bottom they are protected. Well, then they wash the egg, and the bloom comes 

off and the eggs become more porous. (James B, employee, FC) 

Laws are made to address a specific context that has been shaped by free market 

competition. If society adopted a different paradigm that normalised a hybrid business model 

than laws may also change.  

Secondary Problems Arising from Not Caring about the Environment 

The following are situations that appear to arise from people being apathetic, ignorant, 

having environmental antipathy or are overwhelmed about environmental issues. A lack of 

awareness about the connection to the natural environment, a lack of knowledge that choices 

made in everyday life can damage the environment, and a damaged environment does appear 
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to have a detrimental effect on people’s future wellbeing and this creates negative outcomes 

for people.  

Over-Simplification About the Environment can be a Barrier. Some individuals 

seemed to have a narrow understanding of what the environment is and what an 

environmentalist can do. Comments like “conservation is just getting rid of pests, bringing 

back the natives” (Max Power, trainee, RW) and “we went out seed collecting and learning 

about the plants … [but] we didn’t really do that much conservation really” (Mocktail Lady, 

Trainee, RW) show a tendency to default to a narrow understanding of what constitutes care 

of the environment. Other people did not appear to comprehend the value of what they are 

doing, “I am working with Substation recycling and … I didn’t fully realise I was helping the 

environment” (Shannon, compelled volunteer, S33). Despite agreeing that the environment is 

important and that everyone needs a healthy ecosystem, some participants could not see how 

they could extend care for the environment into their lives outside of workplace. 

I think it all blends into lifestyle as well. You know if you are an avid gardener 

most likely you are going to go very far in land conservation and management 

and stuff like that … But I think that my lifestyle isn’t suited to the awareness 

of it, because I am still a young fellow and I like going out and doing stuff like 

that. (LB, trainee, RW)  

That trainee going – ‘I am going to go and do tradie work, construction this 

has got nothing to do with what I signed up for’ - that is just the ignorance, 

they don’t know how the puzzle goes together and some people don’t want to 

hang around and find out. They are just too wrapped up in their own presence 

of that’s it. (Chook, founder, RW) 
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A narrow concept of the environment made it difficult for some of the participants at 

Running Wild and Substation 33 to comprehend how their actions contributed to care of the 

environment or how the skills they learnt may prepare them to work in environmental roles. 

The tendency does appear to be more prevalent among those participants who have less 

engagement with the organisations. The inability to relate environmentalism was not 

significant at Food Connect 

Climate Change can be a Barrier for Environmental Activities.  Respondents at 

Food Connect and Running Wild experienced problems that they attribute to climate change. 

Trainees who worked outside commented on the unusually hot weather. “I can tell you that 

climate change is a thing. Cause I experience it in 38 degree heat in the middle of Autumn 

out there in the, weeding, so you know I try to tell people” (LB, trainee, RW). The farmers at 

Food Connect were concerned for the viability of their crops. Climate change is likely to 

impact on all food businesses as there is likely to be increased extreme weather events 

including storms, floods and erratic rain patterns. This could cause harvests to fail and even 

make it impossible to grow some foods.  

I am completely reliant on the environment. Small changes affects and 

changes end up heavily affecting what we’re trying to achieve … just this year 

alone, going from El Niño, to La Niña we had different soil remediation going 

on at the time, so I was having allot of cover with mulches over the beds and 

the excess moisture ended bringing in essentially rot so we ended up with a lot 

of blight through a lot of crops. (Jay, farmer, FC) 

It is like anything like when people form their own opinions it is going to stick 

and whatever evidence you can give to support 95 percent of them not going 
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to change their mind one way or the other. Like there are those 5 percent 

fanatics that still believe the world is flat. No matter how much evidence you 

present to them... Like global warming, like I have known it myself in the last 

20 years. (Athole, employee, RW) 

People who spend time outside seemed aware of change attributed to climate change 

but found other people are resistant to accepting the reality of climate change.  

Environmental Discrimination Stops Development of Businesses. Destruction of 

environmental resources creates physical barriers to the development of innovative 

environmental enterprises that could provide jobs and other economic opportunities.  

The seed collecting social enterprise idea is fraught with difficulty because we 

are in a small environmental microcosm ... I had targeted areas of things like 

boronia that I wanted to collect this year to come back and see the entire area 

clear-felled you know stuff like that is happening all the time. (Nick, manager, 

RW) 

A lack of environmental awareness also creates a psychological barrier for 

environmentally focused businesses. If people are ignorant of the value of the environment, 

and the environment’s benefits to human wellbeing, it makes it more difficult for them to 

appreciate the purpose of environmentally friendly activities and give support to these sorts 

of businesses. Respondents believed that people did not see how interaction with nature can 

be important and educational.  

We have problems with trying to get the message out there, where we have 

you know, we have linked with the curriculum whether the benefit comes, it is 

not black and white. So it is trying to get the schools away from that black and 
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white. There is no such thing as black and white in anything there is always 

grey areas, but it is hard to change a mindset especially when they don’t want 

to talk to you. (Lavinia, youth worker, RW).  

I hesitate about Food Connect using the word ‘dirty’ in 

some of their advertising. That has a negative connotation 

with people ... that’s quite a big ask for a lot of people 

these days who have no idea at all. The visits that Food 

Connect organises to growers and farmers are brilliant to 

enable people to see how dirty a carrot is when it comes 

out of the ground [but] to teach the wider community that 

dirty is in some instances not a negative is a huge job. 

(Bill, city cousin, FC) 

A lack of knowledge about the environment also contributes to 

actions that would be labelled as prejudiced and discriminatory if similar 

views were held about humans. Humans destroy life and weaken the 

ecosystem out of fear and ignorance. An example that respondents provided was that people 

will kill the stingless native bees (Figure 7) because they are afraid. “Like they see it and they 

think it is a beehive! It is scary! Must kill! … A lot of people just don’t know what a native 

beehive looks like” (Max Power, trainee, RW). Ignorance about the environment causes 

people to view normal aspects of the natural world like soil, negatively (Figure 8).  

Lack of Environmental Care Inhibits the Next Generation.  Participants recalled 

the responses of young people observing incidents where adults acted in ways detrimental to 

the natural environment. The participants reported that young people are aware of this 

Figure 7.  
Native Australian Bee, 
Running Wild, 2019.  

 

Figure 8:  
Child with Dirty Carrot, Food 
Connect, 2018. Internal 
Marketing 
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negative precedent set by the adults in their community that normalised behaviours damaging 

to the environment.  

When you have got a 10 year old going ‘this not kid’s rubbish’. I would go, 

‘why do you think it is not kid’s rubbish?’ [the kid says] ‘Because if it was 

kid’s rubbish it would be lolly papers and things like that, not beer bottles and 

fishing line, and bait bags and shopping bags and things like that.’ They know 

what is in the shop and they know what they have. (Chook, founder, RW)  

Respondents observed that adults’ attitudes about the environment hinder children’s 

ability to learn about nature. Often children’s ability to learn about the natural world is 

restricted because they stay at home rather than exploring and experiencing nature. Adults do 

not teach children about nature or facilitate self-learning experiences for children through 

exploratory play in nature. Participants observed that apathy and ignorance about the 

environment has stopped children learning to appreciate the natural environment. 

What it was with our parents, you just get out there and learn how to do stuff. 

Kids’ parents these days are at home doing what they are doing and the kids 

are just stuck at home playing X Box and they are just learning nothing. (Dale, 

volunteer, RW) 

Respondents thought that most other people were not aware of the therapeutic value 

of nature contact and focused on the methods with which they disagreed while they 

overlooked positive outcomes. As they did not understand or value nature, they perceived 

that the risks of interacting with nature out-weighed any benefit it may have for increasing 

wellbeing.  
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The schools could learn too, cause you take the kids [back to school] hey, and 

they are in good moods and they want to talk to the teacher about it [what they 

learnt] and then all of a sudden … [the teacher says] … you are going to do 

this and it is all of that before you are doing this. And it is like ‘jez lady we 

had everything going well and now look at him’. (Dale, volunteer, RW) 

Lack of Environmental Care  is Upsetting. Participants that cared for the 

environment reported that it troubled them that other people did not care about the natural 

environment and continued to undertake environmentally damaging activities. “I’m a human 

being that lives on the Earth and … like to think that humanity is looking after the planet, 

unfortunately I can’t agree that that’s the case. I think humanity is doing its best to destroy 

itself” (Nick, manager, RW). At times, the high levels of environmental destruction and low 

levels of care for the environment provoked comments of despair about the future. 

I am also very concerned that the rest of the planet is not doing enough so I’m 

very dismayed about that, it is disappointing to see. Um, I feel it is already a 

little bit too late. It is a sad thing to say, but you know... some of the new 

science that is coming out is pointing to run away Greenhouse effect … So 

nothing could survive, it is a scenario that could happen, but that is not a 

particularly pleasant scenario to think about … all life forms in general and we 

– I think there are enough humans on the planet and at some point we have to 

limit – it is putting a lot of stress on the planet, but yeah, it is pretty dire now, I 

think it is getting a little bit too late, to be honest. (Simon, manager, S33) 

I have found that some of the people that live out here are just so unaware. 

Working at the pub and watching people flick their cigarette butts on the 
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ground ... drives me absolutely crazy. It’s like there is a marine park just down 

the road there. (A1, trainee, RW)  

Participants were aware that people’s attitudes towards environmental problems can 

vary depending on how the problem is framed. People appeared to be more sympathetic and 

open to discussing the issue if the problem can be framed in an anthropocentric way, for 

example the devastation to farmers of environmental disaster. An employee of Food Connect, 

Tan-Ni, suggested this may be a form of psychological avoidance. 

Different people have different threshold levels that they are willing to go, 

they will empathise with you when you are talking about farmers and suicides 

and that sort of thing, but there’s also a point where they won't go any further, 

because they are too scared to admit it or they don’t want to face it. (Tan-Ni, 

employee, FC) 

Participants find the attitude of people in the wider society towards the environment 

impacts on them in a negative way. 

Lack of Environmental Care Leads to Burn Out. After experiencing apathy, 

ignorance and antipathy towards environmental issues some participants stated that they have 

given up trying to convince other people because environmental advocacy was disappointing, 

futile or decreased their own capacity to enjoy the environment. “So you don’t want other 

dramas … Don’t reduce the beauty of it all, if they aren’t interested” (Max Power, trainee, 

RW). Though participants had strong personal beliefs about the need to care about the 

environment, they avoid talking to people. The extent of negativity towards the natural 

environment reduces the number of environmental advocates.  
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In Australia, there are still some people who don’t believe it [climate change], 

they think it is just a big hoax. So there is still a lot of that going on, so we run 

across a few, a lot of people like that, so a bit disappointing … but I am not 

trying to convince people that climate change is real … it is a tough battle and 

some people never change, you know there are some people who still believe 

the Earth is flat. (Simon, manager, S33) 

Most of the time I am wasting my time. It is not worth the effort. Most people 

don’t want to listen, they are not interested, and they have their preformed 

ideas and mentalities around this stuff and you know, if people are interested 

in this stuff, I am more than happy to share it. (Nick, manager, RW) 

The participatory approach displayed by these organisations may also contribute to 

burn-out. “So like you can set out to do this really good project and the benefits, it helps 

people around you, but you can definitely take on too much and get burnt out” (Scott, 

employee, FC). Activities like teaching and reaching consensus takes time and effort 

particularly from those in more senior positions.  

When you have got co-operation in mind between individuals as one of the 

main goals in mind that takes effort and commitment bringing people on 

board. Doing that ‘teaching’ for want of a better word, allowing people to 

teach themselves how to get involved in ways that they want to, uh, but 

sometimes in order for the tasks to get done that these companies need, for 

these companies just to break even, sometimes there’s just not enough time for 

those people coming on board to learn those new tasks. So yeah, it’s up to 
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those relatively few key individuals who already know a lot and have so much 

of their skin in the game. (Scott, employee, FC) 

At the time of data collection key individuals in all three organisations appeared to 

have too many responsibilities. The multiple responsibilities on the staff included outreach 

and advocacy, fundraising, policy development, grant applications, general maintenance, staff 

motivation, care and education in addition to being ultimately responsible for ensuring 

essential business tasks are completed. While everyone interviewed liked working at the 

organisations, employees expressed concern for the wellbeing of the managers and leaders of 

the organisations, who were all thought to contribute more than people in similar roles at 

other organisations, and certainly more than they were paid for. The leaders were not ignorant 

of this situation but were motivated by their commitment to improving the world. 

I feel like being in a management position, and Food Connect being in this 

financial situation, I have to put a bit of extra work in, and I feel the 

responsibility for the staff as well. And you know there’s probably a lot of 

excuses I could say, at the moment I’m on a 33 hour contract but I usually do a 

few extra that I don’t get paid for - we often have to put in hours for public 

holidays just because of our schedule and we can’t afford to pay people 

working on public holidays so usually it’s the managers that come in and just 

get paid at a normal rate for those hours. So the long hours are a problem as 

well as the early starts and the late finish times. (Primus, manager, FC) 

I go at a hundred miles an hour… I am dragging people along for a ride with 

me. But that takes an exceptional amount of energy, I put a lot of fuel into that 

… we are going to get to this line, and jump over that line in 30 days, so in 
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that particular case, we have had four or five weekends here where we have 

pulled the place completely apart and gutted it out. (Tony, founder, S33) 

Excess overtime is not unique to these organisations but is likely exacerbated by the 

commitment to social and environmental outcomes that are put on top of the business 

outcomes for which the organisations receive financial recompense.  

Ways to Increase Environmental Wellbeing 

This section identifies actions and ideas from across all three organisations that were 

observed to enhance environmental wellbeing, including increasing contact with nature, 

increasing mindful consumption and education.  

Activity that Increases Contact with Nature 

It was observed that when individuals are involved in practical experiences of nature, 

their appreciation of the natural world and the way that humans benefit from nature grows. 

People can gain an increased sense of purpose by caring for nature. While a few participants 

of the Rail Trail program run at Substation 33 benefited from nature contact and the Farm 

Tours run by Food Connect also facilitate contact with nature, Running Wild provided the 

most extensive use of nature contact as a method to help people (Figure 9).  

Figure 9.  
Running Wild Facilitates Nature Contact, 2019.  Koala Spotted in Roadside Tree, Touching a Koala and a 
Snake at Dream World.  
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The founder of Running Wild observed how she would organise for people to be able 

to interact directly with aspects of the environment that already have a high profile, which 

becomes a gateway for learning about other aspects of the environment. 

I am going to try and talk to people about experiences because people have 

much more of a connection with that … I can go and talk about koalas as 

much as I want, but you take one into a classroom and you have got a captive 

audience immediately. You know what I mean. It is that thing that connection 

and understanding you have got to have powerful messages. When we are 

working with koala conservation it is not about a load of things. You stick to 

simple things like tie your dog up at night. Watch out on the roads. Plant a tree 

you know. Very simple. Put a rope in your pool. I think people think it is 

beyond them, but when you point out the simple connections they can make in 

their backyards about what they can do as an individual. (Chook, founder, 

RW) 

Other people who worked at Running Wild reported a growth in ecological 

understanding and care. Nature provides lessons for humans that contribute the time to learn 

from it. If more people spent time outdoors observing nature, they may start to care more 

about the anthropogenic environmental change. Being involved in the activities at Running 

Wild increased individual’s knowledge of the impact of people on the natural environment.  

I actually did see a turtle wrapped up in plastic bags … Fishing line! Oh my 

gosh! Fishing line! We must have picked up hundreds and hundreds of meters 

of fishing line with hooks …Well that kills everything. Birds, fish, turtles, 

anything that lives in the water, anything that walks on the beaches, in the 
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rivers, beside the rivers, because all of that. The fisherman don’t care, they just 

dump it where ever they are fishing. (Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW)  

The natural environment wasn’t something I would have ever thought of years 

ago. Well, I mean I thought of it but since being here on the islands, and being 

here, it’s become my everyday thing. Making sure I am respecting the 

environment I am living in, for myself, my animals, for the wetlands. Yeah, 

everything. The environment is an everyday thing … we go along the shore, 

and we collect the data, and your knowledge becomes so much broader you 

adopt things into your everyday life. If I see rubbish, well, once upon a time I 

would have seen it, but not my problem – and that’s not healthy but that’s 

what it used to be. That’s what I was like. Well, a long time ago, cigarette butt 

[mime flicking away] haven’t done that for a long time. I have more respect 

for my surroundings now … Just looking around and seeing everything from 

the graffiti. There is art graffiti and then there is graffiti. There were broken 

bottles see, and thinking oh, there are kids here and there are animals and so 

just looking at different things and seeing a bigger impact and not just oh, 

wow, a broken beer bottle, what idiot left that it’s like, wow, there is a broken 

beer bottle, do they know how that can impact our environment and our 

wildlife, you know? It’s ... so I have a bigger, different perspective. (Lavinia, 

youth worker, RW) 

Activities that expose people to the natural environment or provide ways to act that 

benefit environmental wellbeing, can raise awareness and motivate people to feel more 

connected and motivated about the environment. Some participants found that they could 

apply their growing understanding of the natural world to understanding human society.  
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It is this sort of ecosystem as well because we have ourselves so deeply 

ingrained in it our community base and things like that, not so much the 

environment, but I would say you have to conserve it all like if we are not 

good to the community, the community is going to get that, well, it’s like a 

bad taste in it’s mouth. (Professor X, trainee, RW) 

Increasing an individual’s involvement with nature increased their compassion and 

knowledge about the ecosystem. Understanding the natural world also also provided 

participants with a framework to understand about the human social world.  

Activity to Increase Nature Contact: Camping. Running Wild participants, 

including the administrative trainees, attended a week-long camping trip near Canungra 

(80km South-West of Brisane) where there were no forms of electronic entertainment. This 

experience was designed to help them feel connected with nature and build confidence. 

“They learn to feel comfortable in the environment too [it’s] part of the reason we bring the 

trainees camping … camping in a tent and not like in a hostel” (Chook, founder, RW). 

Individuals spent time observing and talking about the local flora and fauna. People found 

things to do in nature that they enjoyed such as swimming, animal spotting and trying to 

catch fish but also developed stronger social connection to each other (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10.  
Camping, Running Wild, 2019.Pacific Black Ducks & Kookaburras, Swimming, Looking for Native 
Animals.  
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There has been may be 4 or 5 [people] out of the 3 groups that have been 

camping before. It is pretty amazing to me. I mean I grew up camping and I 

can’t believe that, these people have no idea when they get out here, they don’t 

know how to cook a feed or nothing. Once they get in the bush they are lost. 

(Dale, volunteer, RW) 

Activity To Increase Nature Contact: Environmental Projects. Care for the 

environment was seen as the defining feature of Running Wild. “They are a land 

conservation, a conservation and land management so that’s what they are trying to teach” 

(Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW).  Running Wild undertakes projects that enhanced 

environmental wellbeing including assisted bush regeneration, seed collection and native 

plant propagation. The participants were able to use their skills and knowledge to help other 

community members by clearing weeds and rubbish from community areas and re-

establishing indigenous plants (Figure 11). 

While defined by the e-waste recycling, Substation 33 also ran a project to clear a 

walking trail along an old railway line. This project referred to as 

‘the Rail Trail’ involved some of the same features displayed at 

Running Wild including time spent in nature, plant identification 

and clearing up rubbish and weeds (Figure 12).  

Figure 11. 
Conservation Activities, Running Wild, 2019. Collecting Seeds, Sorting & Cleaning Seeds, Plant Propagation, Planting, 
Weeding, Inspecting Bush Regeneration Site.  

 

Figure 12.  
Rail Trail, Substation 33, 
2018. Participants Prepare 
for Work Creating a 
Community Walking Track.  
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Learning about and working with plants appears to have a broad appeal as 

respondents from the other organisations also reported enjoying this activity. “I love being 

around plants and seeds and you know how they turn out in the end and watching them grow 

and … I sort of give life back I guess by planting plants” (Crystal, volunteer/employee, S33). 

Caring for plants appears to be innately rewarding for some people and can be a way for 

people to reconnect into the cyclical nature of the ecosystem. 

Activity to Increase Nature Contact: Marine Debris Program.  Running Wild has 

an intervention program informed by the Therapeutic Crisis Intervention (TCI) approach 

which emphasises that the worker will change their behaviour to elicit desired behaviour 

from the client. Primary school aged children who are at risk of being suspended, spend a day 

picking up rubbish. While undertaking this task the supervisor assists them to develop 

academic and social skills, an appreciation of nature, the impacts of humans on the 

environment and to shape a new identity as heroes defending nature.  

[It’s] mathematics, cause it is a lot of data, they have to count everything we 

have found. So we have got science, what we find out there on the beach, what 

the water is like, how much the mangroves smell, everything, so art, it’s you 

can, it is easy, it is just so easy to link anything to the curriculum, anything 

you do you can link it to the curriculum. Maths and science being the 

strongest, social science, cultural, you know they are learning different 

cultures out there, you know there is just so anything it can all be linked to it. 

(Lavinia, youth worker, RW) 

Spending time in a natural setting appears to be beneficial for some children who do 

not thrive in a classroom environment. 
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Activity To Increase Nature Contact: Children’s Holiday Programs.  Through 

fundraising, Running Wild has been able to run free holiday programs for children during 

school holidays. Environmental concepts were integrated into the children’s activities, as well 

as outside activities like dragon boating and swimming. “The puzzles that we used yesterday 

were like cereal containers. Cereal boxes cut into different shapes so 

instead of going out and buying one, so there is an upcycle instead of 

putting them in the bin” (A2, trainee, RW). Rubbish was collected and 

became a resource for the holiday program projects, including a found 

art sculpture (Figure 13). “We made the big jelly fish thing with the 

kids in the school holiday program that was all recycled stuff that we 

had found alongside the beaches ... It taught the kids” (Mocktail Lady, 

trainee, RW). 

The marine debris program and the school holiday program both provide a way for 

school aged children to learn and communicate about the environment. “The kids are a lot 

more knowledgeable about stuff than the adults are. Way more, very more knowledgeable in 

the recycling and looking after the environment and sort of things.” (Mocktail Lady, trainee, 

RW). Hopefully the increased knowledge will continue to influence children throughout their 

lives. 

Activity to Increase Nature Contact: Farm Tours. Food Connect also recognised 

the benefit of experience in increasing individual’s awareness and motivation to take 

environmentally beneficial actions. Food Connect would organise outings for customers, 

employees and other interested people to visit a farm and learn about growing food. “The 

children, but they see what I do and they’ve come on farm tours and they know where their 

Figure 13.  
Squiddly, Running 
Wild, 2019. Made from 
Objects Found by the 
Marine Debris Program 
and assembled by 
Participants of the 
Holiday Program.  
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food comes from” (Tan-Ni, employee, FC). Being able to visit and talk to farmers appears to 

have broad appeal among people young and old and across cultures. 

Food Connect liaises with certain farmers in an area and asks if they can bring 

customers to visit so they can learn about farming practices and so they can 

make that personal connection between the farmer and the consumer, our 

perspectives change once we meet a person face to face if we don’t know them 

it doesn’t matter, you know. It’s good for the farmer to meet his buyers, you 

know. And to hear from them how much they love their apples or their 

pineapples or whatever … Sometimes we have a bus, sometimes … we car 

pool … and chip in with their fuel costs and if it’s a long way we stop and 

have morning tea and Food Connect usually provides the morning tea. People 

who join the farm tour usually pay a small fee - small ticket price and that 

usually helps with the food and if it is not a long way we will usually have 

morning tea at a farm we ask the farmer may be to take us for a walk through, 

explain things. (James B, employee, FC) 

My parents were farmers for 30 years and then they moved to Hong Kong and 

they weren’t farmers anymore, but they always went back to the roots, we like 

the fruit coming from the ground as raw as possible without pesticides and 

they like to know where the food comes from, so when I buy fruit and veggies 

I say ‘I know this farmer, and he does this, this and this, and this is where he 

comes from’, and I took them to see the places and they were happy with that. 

So they are very keen for those kind of experiences and conversations. (Alice, 

microbusiness owner, FC) 
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Activity that Promotes Mindful Consumption  

Another way to improve environmental wellbeing is to reduce the amount of 

resources each person uses and the amount of waste humans produce. 

Reduce. This principle amounts to not acquiring so many things to begin with, which 

is a very effective way to shrink an environmental footprint. Participants were aware that 

increasing consumption is a framework imposed on people by the socio-cultural context and 

warned against it. “Don’t become part of the ... buy and throw away mentality” (Nick, 

manager, RW). Running Wild’s involvement in recycling, reuse and repair does display a 

level of commitment to this principle but it was more likely that individuals involved in Food 

Connect and Substation 33 would talk about this aspect.  

Primarily I guess it is trying to reuse or reduce the impact of the waste so it is 

more easily processed as much as possible to reduce that impact of the 

resource, so I guess there is the energy that would go into replacing that, to go 

into making some more of that thing. (Andrew, solutions architect, S33) 

Participants believed most people could make significant reductions to their 

consumption by relatively minor changes. “A simple thing to reduce environmental impact, is 

to buy in bulk. So if you are buying 20 tubs of dishwashing liquid instead of one 20 litre 

drum, it’s a lot more plastic involved there. A lot more transport” (The Doctor, manager, FC). 

When asked how their own environmental behaviours had changed, several participants 

stated that their shopping habits have changed. People were more aware of packaging and 

tried to be informed consumers using their buying power to support more ethical products 

and local producers. “My shopping’s changed … I try and get stuff … places other than the 
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supermarket. … much more aware of the packaging. And the way farmers are treated. The 

prices they are paid ... I know that’s from working here” (Di, microbusiness owner, FC). 

Being at Substation 33 raised awareness 

of the scale of the problem of waste and how 

vast the extraction of resources from the Earth 

must be. Seeing the volume of waste that is 

processed every day at Substation 33 and 

knowing that this is only a small percentage of 

waste that would be going to landfill, makes it 

hard to downplay the importance of the issue. While only working on the deconstruction 

tables intermittently, I found several items that had never been used (Figure 14). This seems 

to occur often enough that no one finds it remarkable that people buy things only to throw 

them away without using them.  

It is more about scope for me, because I have seen first hand what is going 

into landfill and it is scary, because what we go through here can be several 

hundred tonnes for this one place in a year and then you multiply that with 

what is happening throughout the country and the world, it is staggering what 

is happening, just in one hour. So I have become more conscientious about 

buying [fewer] products … if I need something I don’t buy it, I see what I can 

grab from here first and re-use it and also help try to share that knowledge. 

(Nathan, Supervisor, S33) 

Instead of just creating new e-waste I try to just reuse some of the stuff from 

Substation so if my computer breaks down or something I can just grab a 

Figure 14. 
Understanding Extent of Waste, Substation 33, 2018. Skip bins of 
metal and large bags of plastic are regularly filled and transported 
from Substation 33. Finding brand new things in the E-waste like 
this phone is not uncommon. 
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computer from Substation and just use that ... I bought a second hand phone, 

‘cause I went, a) I don’t want to spend as much money and b) why create more 

e-waste that needs to be there, so holding onto products for longer.  

(TS, Contractor, S33) 

Some individuals were thinking about how to create opportunities for the wider 

community to reduce their consumption as well as the changes that they can make in their 

own lives. “I was thinking when I was using those paper towels to dry my hands, I was just 

thinking how much of a waste that is. So yeah, just little stuff I am just noticing.” (Bryan, 

innovator/employee, S33). As well as growing awareness of things that are taken for granted 

this transition also includes establishing a share economy and changing dietary habits.  

That transition to … minimalist, may be a tiny house, so having a low cost 

living, so not buying stuff, and as having as little stuff on hand, so one thing I 

am pursuing outside of Substation … in terms of the future, is the share 

economy, we don’t need to own everything ourselves . (Andrew, solutions 

architect, S33) 

Beef is not the worst as you probably know [but] you probably need 30 times 

more plant resource to create a kilo of beef so you can then feed one person 

with beef or 30 people with plants, so we have got to at some point, the 

population keeps growing we have got to actually reduce that [meat]. (Simon, 

manager, S33) 

Reuse, Repair, Upcycle and Recycling. Reuse, repair, upcycling and recycling refers 

to what happens to an item once it has been made. While some people are able to explain the 

difference between all the terms, it should be noted that many participants used the terms 



180 

 

recycle, reuse and upcycle interchangeably. Out of all these terms, recycling is viewed as the 

most energy intensive option so repair, reuse and upcycling are considered 

more environmentally beneficial options, but despite this recycling 

remains the most well-known term and may be used as an umbrella term. 

All three organisations were involved in these activities in various ways, 

such as finding uses for things people may think of as rubbish (Figure 15). 

Environmental wellbeing is enhanced through repair, reuse, upcycling and 

recycling activities as it saves materials from being sent to landfill, 

reduces pollution, is more energy efficient and would also reduce the 

pressure to exploit new natural resources. 

Substation was reported by their participants to be “the first place where it [recycling] 

has been taken seriously, so this will be the first place where I have been more in touch with 

recycling as an environmental thing” (Whitney, administrator, S33). In this inclusive sense 

recycling was reported as a way to identify an organisation as an environmentally friendly 

organisation. Benefits to people included skills development, provision of resources and 

positive self-image. People need change habits of thinking about waste. 

It goes into the changing the ideas and the mindsets around waste. So by that I 

mean they are actually saying that waste still has value and they are using it to 

create stuff, so they are changing that mindset, and I think that is a big step, 

and we need to because it goes down to reduce, reuse, you know the little 

triangle is, but ideally we would like to reduce, but if we can’t reduce, lets re-

purpose it. (Bryan employee/innovator, S33). 

Figure 15. 
Rob Repurposing 
Broken Items into 
New Table, Food 
Connect, 2018. 

 

 



181 

 

You see all the people that come through here of all the different back grounds 

education levels and some people get just enough of a hint to spark something 

in the back of their minds so they will start taking what we can’t use and 

instead of that going on to landfill or going on to the next recycling place then 

they are re-using and re-using is much more valuable that recycling really. If 

you can keep things out of recycling and tips it is much better altogether. 

(Nathan, supervisor, S33) 

While recycling, upcycling and reuse activities were undertaken at all three 

organisations, it was a dominant theme mentioned by interviewees at Substation 33. “They 

recycle a lot of stuff that would otherwise just end up dumped somewhere and become 

harmful to the environment” (Brendon, volunteer, S33). Customers often spontaneously 

expressed gratitude that the e-waste recycling existed. Some people also collected electronic 

parts for their own projects from Substation 33 for free or for a donation. 

The question isn’t … is this technically feasible but it’s that there is somebody 

local who is doing it? I had a preloved lap top, jez, what was it, it was an old 

lap top, um a water cooler … and instead of going into the bin they came here. 

‘Cause now I know you [Substation] exist. (Burt, volunteer, S33). 

[Substation 33] stops a lot of crap going into landfill and it is getting recycled 

and reused and made into different stuff ... stops it going into landfill … it’s 

not good for the environment ‘cause it has plastic that takes for ever to break 

down and all of that, you know so … [at Substation] it either gets melted down 

into, to be re-used into something else or it is made into something else. So a 

lot of the printers that come into here they get made into 3D printers … laptop 
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batteries, yeah, people drop off their laptops and we take the batteries out of 

them and yeah, we use them to power up a Road Flooded sign, which is also 

somewhat recycled … [and] B he makes his radios out of recycled speakers 

and wires out of mains cables. (Crystal, volunteer/employee, S33)  

Rather than send things to landfill, the three organisations will reuse them. Reuse is 

differentiated from upcycling as the item performing its original function multiple times. For 

example, all three organisations reuse second-hand furniture. 

Food Connect reuses packaging (Figure 16 and Figure 17). 

We often send boxes back to the farmer so he can 

use them over and over and over. It saves him 

money, saves the environment and we also ask 

customers to send the boxes back so we can reuse 

them, rather than one use packaging. (James B, 

employee, FC) 

Substation 33 in particular, has established ways to reuse 

many things that become landfill because they are not usually 

part of municipal or community recycling schemes. Participants 

identified several examples such as; “If you break a solar panel 

you have to replace a whole solar array ... We can reuse them here, but there are people throw 

them out, they have no idea what to do with them” (Whitney, administrator, S33) and 

“reusing the battery packs for the solar panels as well … they use those from power supplies 

from computers” (Shannon, compelled volunteer, S33). This trait is promoted and supported 

by senior staff members. “I suppose utilising anything that we can, I probably don’t have the 

Figure 16.  
Boxes for Reuse for Customer 
Orders, Food Connect, 2018. 

 

Figure 17. 
Flattened Boxes for Farmer 
Recollection, Food Connect, 
2018. 
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technology side to know how to reuse it, but definitely I want to see it reused” (Emma, 

manger, S33).  

Repair. All three organisations repaired things rather than purchasing new things, 

partly out of financial necessity and partly for ethical reasons. At Food Connect and Running 

Wild, repair was organised or undertaken mostly by the more senior members of the 

organisation. However, at Substation 33, individuals recognised they could learn skills that 

enable them to reduce their consumption by fixing things rather than having to throw them 

out and buy new things. “I’m a massive gamer, I’ve got a wheel and pedal set for racing, and 

my pedal was messed up the other day, and all it was, was that the cord had come loose so I 

just soldered it back together” Shannon (compelled volunteer, S33). As well as being 

beneficial for the environment, being able to repair broken equipment has financial benefits 

and improves individual’s self-efficacy. 

Upcycling. In upcycling the item mostly retains its old form but is put to a new 

purpose, for example milk cartons are filled with water to create ice-bricks to keep Food 

Connect orders cool. Those that differentiate upcycling from recycling indicate that recycling 

includes a reprocessing component where the old item is turned into small bits, which are 

often melted and then reformed into a new form. All three organisations utilised upcycling 

that has both financial and environmental benefits. Upcycling can provide resources for 

projects that the organisation may not be able to buy, as indicated by the following comment 

from a Running Wild employee. 

In anything we do, we try to cut down on all our paper waste or find a new use 

for it, or upcycle it, making paper-mâche for the youth on the island to make – 

have an art day, something doesn’t just go to waste here, we don’t just throw 
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something away ... [we try] … to get the people here a sustainable job with it, 

so trial run the project through a test try, learn, grant and move it on to a social 

enterprise after that. So that’s where Running Wild is, we are always looking 

for initiating something and then move it on for the community. (Athole, 

employee, RW) 

Food Connect has run projects showing people you can cut plastic bags down 

and crochet it to make mats. So that’s upcycling, you get some that is going to 

be thrown out or recycled and you make something new with it that can be 

used so that prolongs the life of the original item. (James B, employee, FC) 

Recycling.  During the data collection period, Running Wild was exploring how to 

become a local recycling drop off point and collected cans to help fund school holiday 

programs. When asked, people from all three organisations indicated that their participation 

in the organisations had increased their motivation to recycle. “We have always had recycle 

bins and normal bins so, it’s just always been more or less, um, boosted it, made us more 

aware of the need to do it” (A2, trainee, RW). Participants reported taking this motivation 

into their home lives. “I have been recycling a lot more at home” (Crystal, 

volunteer/employee, S33). The Food Connect participants were the most consistent at 

recycling materials used on site including cardboard, paper, soft and hard plastics and organic 

waste. Once participants accepted the value of recycling, they would apply the concept of 

recycling in creative ways. Participants indicated that involvement in the organisations 

provided knowledge about recycling that is not widely known in the public, indicating that 

the organisations have an educative role.  
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Definitely a more full on recycler than I ever was and a reuser ... I save my 

seeds ... I guess through work, it’s kind of how we do so much recycling, and 

reusing, well that would naturally extend to the fruit and veg. So why 

wouldn’t I just recycle - reuse the seeds? (Sweet Potato, employee, FC) 

Now seeing it done properly and with the proper motivations, yes, I now 

recycle properly, I clear out my bottles, I actually store them. I don’t throw 

them out until I gain that many. And we turned most of my old recycle bottles 

into a – a friend wanted them to grow vegetables and stuff in, as like cut them 

in half and put them in an old poly-pipe like a hydroponics so they were the 

pot, and the other one was in a upcycle into bottle rockets in a kids holiday 

program. Whereas before I wouldn’t even crush them. I would just throw them 

in which ever bin they ended in. (Athole, Employee, RW) 

While the transitory nature of many Substation 33 participants contributed to less 

compliance with more typical types of recycling, such as paper, organic waste and council 

co-mingling, their e-waste recycling was very complex (Figure 18).  

Well, they split everything up into metal with metal, plastic with plastic, 

circuit boards with circuit boards and batteries with batteries and they all go to 

their unique spot, they send it off to their special spot. I think everything here 

is pretty much recycled, melted down and reused. I knew recycling was a 

Figure 18.  
Many Categories of Waste at Substation 33, 2018. 
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massive thing but I didn’t know that it’s that big. (Shannon, compelled 

volunteer, S33)  

Every component has a place it can go, it can go somewhere, and there is very 

little that has to go back into the environment and I suppose this community 

… if you don’t know where to put it, it just all goes to the tip. If people don’t 

know they can ring us and we can send out a truck and a lot of people don’t 

know that I suppose. (Emma, employee, S33) 

Composting. There are several methods to recycle organic nutrients, so they are 

returned to the ecosystem. All three organisations had 

composting facilities (Figure 19 and Figure 20). Food Connect 

performed the best at recycling organic ‘waste’, having multiple  

methods including through feeding animals, vermiculture and 

compost (Figure 21). What could have been a waste product 

became a valuable resource. “They also give us excess produce 

to compost so… that’s great for us because we are producing 

leafy growth” (Jay, farmer, FC). “There is someone who takes 

the compost. I take some for a wildlife sanctuary and for pig 

food” (Di, microbusiness owner, FC). People who valued 

nutrient recycling were attracted to Food Connect who 

contributed to the creation of environmentally aware 

organisational culture. 

In 2015-16, I was heavily into composting, 

collecting food scraps from cafes, restaurants and 

Figure 19.  
Composter at Substation 33, 
2018. 

 
Figure 20. 
Composter at Running Wild, 
2019. 

 
Figure 21. 
 Buckets for Pig Food, Worm 
Food and Compost, Food 
Connect, 2018 
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households and turning that into stuff that feeds the soil. So that is probably a 

direction in which I began to specialise and intend to continue because soils 

are a very important part of maintaining a lot of things on earth. So yeah, 

that’s probably where my main focus has been as a result of my involvement 

with the co-ops and Food Connect because supporting ecologically sound 

agriculture is supporting the soils to maintain the life and the diversity of 

activities of inhabitants within them.  

(Scott, employee, FC) 

The organisational focus on sustainable food production reinforced the value of 

returning nutrients to the soil, motivating people to participate in composting. Food Connect 

participants also stated they were likely to recycle food waste at home. “I'm more conscious 

of it [the environment] now. I've got a worm farm” (James B, employee, FC). Some 

participants at Running Wild and Substation 33 were also enthusiastic about composting. 

Once it is implemented it is easy to do, so I guess that is another thing that you 

could throw in for organisations to do as well … A little compost. I … said to 

people the garden is going to be as beautiful as you can make it, it’s up to you, 

then may be, that would be a way to get people outside and getting their hands 

dirty because it would be partly theirs and they’d have that respect for it. 

(Professor X, trainee, RW)   

Unfortunately, many participants at Running Wild and Substation 33 did not appear to 

appreciate the benefits of composting and their use of the compost facilities was intermittent. 

“I don’t pay much attention to the compost bin … and that been said it is pretty much right 

behind the fence out of the way and people don’t notice it” (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). 
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Substation 33 and Running Wild have larger more frequent turnover of participants and are 

younger organisations that were still exploring methods to recycle food such as feeding 

scraps to chickens. 

Activity to Educate About the Environment 

Education may encourage the individual to examine and become informed about their 

choices. As already alluded to, people may learn through personal experience or through 

interaction with others. This section will concentrate on forms of learning undertaken by the 

organisations. The organisations involve participants in specific education to increase 

environmental understanding. Food Connect gave consumers education about how food is 

produced in environmentally sustainable ways. “They [Food Connect] are trying to educate 

people about where their food comes from, seasonality - most people don't even realise if you 

want a lettuce, well it's going to take 60 days for it to grow” (Jay, farmer, FC). Food Connect 

is also active in sharing knowledge about sustainable food production methods with farmers.  

That would be great if we could go out and choose perfect farmers, left right 

and centre, that meet our exact needs but of course that’s not possible, because 

everybody has a different level of expertise in the areas that we’re talking 

about here, so some farmers may be fantastic about looking after the soil and 

building carbon levels up but maybe they are not keeping diverse habitat of 

species elsewhere on the farm or something similar to that, so the first five 

years or so I know Rob tried to focus a lot on educating farmers, getting them 

together and they formed a farmers group Family Farmers United so they 

could collaborate together on these particular types of farming styles rather 
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than relying on the big organically certifiers for instance. (The Doctor, 

manager, FC) 

[Food Connect] promote unruly produce this thing like bananas should be this 

size and not more than this size. This degree of curve to them. That’s all crap. 

Doesn't  effect the taste of them. We need to be promoting that kind of stuff 

because the amount of organics [food] that goes to waste in the grocery 

industry, I can’t find an adjective that is appropriate it’s reprehensible, it’s 

horrible. (Scott, employee, FC) 

An aspect of the Food Connect’s education that the farmers mentioned was the 

requirement to provide for non-humans. The farmers visited during data collection had 

allocated a portion of their properties to be maintained as wildlife 

habitat (Figure 22).  

When I was engaging them [farmers] around supply, 

their participation was not only about their community 

involvement, looking after the land and growing food 

without chemicals but it also had a factor about 

preserving wildlife, or looking at their landscape in a totally different way to 

see the function, to see the ecosystem services and those core landscape 

functions and how the farmer was building it into their planning. (Rob, 

founder, FC) 

Substation 33 and Running Wild both host Conservation and Land Management 

(CALM) certificate courses, but as the program is more central to Running Wild, this form of 

environmental education is more influential in the organisation. Staff training at Running 

Figure 22. 
Habitat for 
Wildlife, Food 
Connect Farm, 
2018. 
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Wild includes establishing a mindset that recognises and understands that people live in and 

rely on the ecosystem. 

[We] try to encourage a mentality around staff training that focuses on the 

awareness of the value of the ecosystems around them and the environment 

that they live in and the understanding of habitats and the valuable animal 

resources that are around us, not as the resources to harvest but as resources to 

appreciate. (Nick, manager, RW) 

It is my work life, and I am in the environment. My traineeship was a 

conservation and land management traineeship, working in, to build a 

campground had opened my eyes a lot to it … I now see what a weed is, and I 

now and will forever. I didn’t use to worry what tree or whatever it was but 

now I see the weeds that are infesting my area. Just from back gate escapees 

and things like that, and just how the natives are being choked. Never used to 

notice that for one. The other thing is that now, before I would carry in and 

leave but now I carry out … rubbish, cans that sort of thing. (Athole, 

employee, RW) 

Role of Formal Environmental Content.  An important aspect of education is 

providing people with new information. Individuals in the CALM program at Running Wild 

and Substation 33 are taught to recognise the local plants and animals using science. They 

learn about the reciprocal relations that link the elements of the ecosystem, increasing their 

appreciation of what they may have overlooked as boring or ordinary. “We have learned a lot 

about that biodiversity now too, like which helps, because if they are going to be going 

around kicking the crap out of native bees it sort of screws up everything else” Professor X 
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(Trainee, RW). Coming to know what is in one’s own backyard helps people to realise that 

the environment is not an exotic faraway place but includes one’s local surroundings.  

I see trees and I try and figure out the names. I look at the leaves and … yeah, 

I used to see trees and grass now it is all genus, species, what is it? – an orchid 

a fuckin’ nightshade or … Where does it come from? … is it a food source, is 

it is it a pest, is it a weed, stuff like that. (LB, trainee, RW) 

I have seen the changes, and I see how the environment especially with the 

seeds, collecting seeds, they [trainees] didn’t 

have a clue with what they were collecting, but 

then the other day they were up and they had 

this flower, and I was like so do you have 

something new there? And [one says]… yeah, 

because this flower is exactly the same as this 

plant but the stem is different, so it is a 

different variation, so they started discussing how plants change to suit their 

environment. (Lavinia, youth worker, RW) 

Respondents appeared to feel more confident about communicating with others when 

they believed they had knowledge that other people should hear. During data collection, 

trainees wanted to show me local plants they had learnt about (Figure 23). Knowing facts 

about ecosystem function, recycling and sustainable food production were other 

environmental topics that participants learnt about and wanted to share with other people. 

I will try to discuss is monoculture is not natural. We need to have a mixture 

not just one crop for acres and acres. I realise the viability for food producers 

Figure 23. 
Plants Trainees Showed the Researcher, 
Running Wild, 2019. Beach Bean a native 
hallucinogen & Red Ash – the soap tree.  
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and probably shareholders as well …[but] that encourages the one pest, which 

means they then have to provide insecticide. Whereas if they do companion 

growing or anything like that just having variety prevents plagues … [Food 

Connect is] … encouraging a lot of the farmers to actually grow heirloom 

varieties rather than grow hybrids. They can then collect the seeds and do all 

that rather than buy their seeds. (James B, employee, FC) 

We learnt so many more aspects, like when I came here I just wanted to learn 

how to put a fuckin’ seed in the soil and now that I have been here I know that 

there are so many more branches, so being able to talk to someone it doesn’t 

just have to be something I am interested in, you can touch on something they 

are interested in like um, entomology or that sort of thing you can help the 

environment that way, you are still giving back ... I found learning that sort of 

stuff makes it a lot easier, a lot more confident to be involved in nature 

because it doesn’t just have to be one thing because even if you don’t like the 

messy yard, or the messy fuckin’ neighbourhood than just clean it, if that’s 

your sort of thing, you know but there is a step you can take and that would 

start a conversation with them. (Professor X, trainee, RW) 

It is important for people’s perspective to change in a qualitative way, to value the 

ecosystem more and to believe the environment should be cared for. This type of learning can 

occur without learning scientifically proven facts. However, participants placed value on 

knowing factual information such as the labels given to plants and having this type of 

knowledge built their engagement and self-esteem. Education can change individuals and 

increase their confidence to broach environmental topics with others.  
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Education through Contact with Environmental Champions. In all three 

organisations influential positions were held by people passionate and knowledgeable about 

the environment.  “Chook’s 20 plus years [in] parks and animals and that sort of jazz, so 

she’s got that information” (Professor X, trainee, RW). Participants valued the opportunities 

to interact with these people and thought what they had to say was influential in shaping their 

understanding of the world. “The conversations that I have with colleagues who are more 

active in environmental activities even in their off-time, is incredible” (Nathan, supervisor, 

S33). The presence of these individuals in the workplace creates many opportunities for 

individuals to interact with people who have a greater awareness of environmental problems 

and learn about ways to be more environmentally friendly.  

Be a sponge and just absorb the information that he throws at you ’cause he 

will tell you everything in two sentences and you will go ‘what’? Well, you 

know it’s a bit quick because it goes over your head but I think with N because 

it is his industry and his life and he has done it for so long it is very easy to 

approach him about it. (LB, trainee, RW) 

What I love about it [working at Food Connect] is I am constantly learning 

and as a person I think I've developed since I started. So the understanding of 

farming the understanding of the food system. And again I still have a lot to 

learn. There’s things that they discuss that I don't necessarily understand fully. 

I am a city girl, from ethnic parents who are white-collar workers … though 

we love food. (Tan-Ni, employee, FC) 
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A participant who was identified by his colleagues as being an environmental 

champion commented that integrating environmentalists into the business environment is 

very important.  

I think it is important for people like us to be in somewhere like Substation. It 

is better for me be there and take what happens, than for me not to be there 

and they never get to hear the word they never have any of those influences 

and so you have not got the challenge if you get to hang out with just other 

vegans or environmentalists. (TS, contractor, S33) 

The strong environmental beliefs of the founders of Food Connect and Running Wild 

shaped the organisations from the beginning.  

The whole food system has a bigger impact on the climate, it’s a much bigger 

contributor to CO2 equivalents. And that was not being addressed, so Food 

Connect was my little demonstration that you could start to decouple from 

fossil fuels. So that's a big part of my journey and why Food Connect exists. 

(Rob, founder, FC) 

The founder of Substation 33 stated a different motivation. Substation 33 started from 

the founder’s social justice concerns. Awareness about the environment grew through his 

journey to maximise wellbeing for the people.  

What drove it was the ease of the process, of pulling apart electronic waste … 

[to] create some social value … I am not, yeah I am not an environmentalist 

… I am not that sort of person running around doing whatever it is 

environmentalists do, hugging trees? But I am definitely about changing 

conversations around, we just need to change conversations, so what we are 
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doing with the e-waste is just one part of a big picture that we need to look at 

… Because we are stuffing it, we are digging holes everywhere and we are 

pulling out bloody resources and burning them and then digging a hole and 

burying it, and it is as stupid as it sounds … My 20 year old children - and an 

18 month old grandchild and we ain’t going to have anything left. (Tony, 

founder, S33) 

When influential people in an organisation have an environmental focus, 

opportunities for environmental education tend to become part of the regular workday. 

“Through being a regular volunteer … in order to understand how to run something like that 

whose ethics are in line with those Food Connect, in line with ecological restorative 

agricultural practices, you just kind of learn it through osmosis” (Scott, employee, FC). 

People will talk about and experiment with environmental ideas. “I find myself being pretty 

concerned with the things that are raised … being involved with Food Connect has made me 

think a little bit more, get a little bit more involved with the environment” (Tan-Ni, 

employee, FC). Participants reported increased knowledge of environmental issues because 

they were suppliers, customers or employees and were exposed to different ideas and 

methods when interacting with the organisations. For example, incidental conversations with 

environmentalists at Substation 33 caused the administrator to seek out information to 

educate herself and the Food Connect CEO introduces novel ideas about systemic change.  

Being here … just the conversations going on at work you hear … and then I 

would research it myself and then watch it and then you’ll hear these stats and 

there are chemicals and the stuff like that, but it started here, from work it 

started here, hearing the conversations from work, which are good to hear, 

which are good to have, not only taking apart the electronic waste but hearing 
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stuff, like did you know you could do this better, or have you watched this or? 

And there’s the vegans here and they watch a lot of – they get in depth with 

their research too which is really good. (Aroha, administrator, S33) 

We have rights for corporations they have very, very solid rights within the 

legal structure, so why can’t waterways have rights? soils have rights? why 

can’t they all have similar sorts of rights so they can be equally defended in a 

court of law when they’ve been exploited? (Rob, founder, FC)  

Being surrounded by others who cared about the environment created a social 

pressure for people to include more positive environmental behaviours in their lives. 

Involvement in Running Wild “teaches you some self respect and morals you know not just 

to throw stuff where you want it will make the environment bad for the long run” (RW, 

trainee, RW). Lessons learnt during the training period appear to have long-term impact. 

“Before I could be 5 meters away from the bin, I throw it at it, it misses, now I will stop and 

actually put it in and that sort of thing” (Athole, Employee, RW). 

Being told not to flick your cigarette butts, and then and once, if you do flick 

them, accidently you know, you watch your team mates pick them up and then 

hand them to you and say go put this in the bin. Yeah. That’s a perfect 

example of it. (LB, trainee, RW) 

Once individuals start to make changes in their own lives, they can become 

inspirational to others. “The only thing that was left there [in the bush] was there to start with, 

unless of course it was rubbish which they picked up” (A2, trainee, RW). Learning that a real 

person with regular life challenges was able to successfully integrate environmental 

behaviours into their lives could create confidence for others to feel able to do the same. 
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“Some of the guys are potentially getting an e-bike, but I have seen Tony’s Smart car, so 

maybe I should get a Smart car” (TS, contractor, S33). When involved with a group of people 

that cared about people, individuals stated that they would extend themselves to address 

environmental issues caused by other people, for example picking up rubbish left by other 

people. “Definitely pick up rubbish whenever I go walking” (Sweet Potato, employee, FC). 

Participants began to encourage others to act in environmentally beneficial ways, calling 

attention to damaging behaviours and introducing upcycling and recycling at home.  

I just go, oh this can be recycled, recycle it … if they learn off me doing that, 

then that is up to them ... I keep stuff as long as I can, until I can’t use it, and 

when I can’t use it anymore, I upcycle it. Well, even with old take away 

containers I will reuse them 2 or 3 times. (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33) 

Contact with environmentalists from outside the organisation can also be beneficial. 

While on camp, the trainees with Running Wild had organised activities where they 

interacted with people working in environmental professions, including a wildlife ranger, 

bush regenerators and animal carers (Figure 24). These sorts of experiences move 

environmentalism into the realm of the possible.  

 

Interactions where environmental issues are raised on a day-to-day basis appear to be 

a successful way to grow understanding about the environment and ways to care for it. While 

Figure 24. 
 Running Wild Camp Experiences, 2019. Wildlife Ranger Kel explains wildlife surveying; Learning about Dream 
World’s animal food prep area & veterinary hospital, planting koala fodder trees. 
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there may be an element of self-selection for people with environmental concerns becoming 

involved at Food Connect, Running Wild and Substation 33 involve people who are looking 

for work or other support not necessarily related to the environment. Across all three 

organisations individuals tended to show a greater environmental awareness and participation 

in environmentally friendly behaviours the longer they have been involved in the 

organisation, indicating learning is occurring. Participants who had been involved in one of 

the organisations for a long period of time were able to provide more information about 

caring about the environment and why it should be a normal part of everyone’s personal life 

and work activity.  

Traits of Participants Supportive of Environmental Wellbeing 

People involved in these organisations displayed characteristics that seem to be 

associated with increased environmental wellbeing. Participation in the organised activities 

helped to uncover and enhance environmentally beneficial traits that people had and could 

help to establish new ideas and behaviours. 

Supportive Trait: Feel a Responsibility to Care for Nature. Many comments show 

that people feel a responsibility to care for nature and this was an important part of their 

personal identity. “Being born homo-sapiens I’ve always felt our link is to be caretakers so 

we need to see to it that the environment gets looked after because if we don’t our kids are 

going to be moving to Mars” (Professor X, trainee, RW).  These values could be described as 

a feeling of stewardship for the environment. “More like care taking, like you said before, 

caretakers of the universe sort of thing, or the Earth, we are a part of that. Ecowarriors” 

(Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW). Some participants spoke about the ecosystem as an intelligent 
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being and others had a personal relationship with the natural world, feeling that the Earth was 

like family and this guided how to act. 

We understand the sum is bigger the parts - biological function has been about 

long before humans came about, whether you are an agnostic, an atheist or a 

theist it doesn’t matter because there is something there that functions in a 

fully integrated way, that for lack of a better word we refer to as being 

intelligent, because as the process continues through time the density of life 

increases and everything co-operates … so nothing expects anything else from 

its function but everything functions together with mutual benefit so we refer 

to a syntropic system as a whole organism a single whole organism.  

(Billie, farmer, FC) 

Being tidy because I – this is our Earth, our Mother Earth, we can’t afford to 

let her go to ruins. It is like if it was – if you don’t look after it nobody else is 

going to look after it. So you know it will be only us, we will destroy the 

environment. (Buck, supervisor, S33) 

Participants also expressed a belief that all people also have a responsibility to care 

for the environment. This obligation “should be on everyone” (RW, trainee, RW). Part of the 

reason that people need to care for the environment is that people cause environmental 

damage. “It’s for my health and everybody’s health. It’s for the health of the planet and all 

the animals, we’re all connected so we need to play our part, seeing we are the biggest 

polluters in the animal kingdom” (James B, employee, FC). Some people thought that caring 

for the environment was self-evident and did not provide a specific justification.  
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I actually never really consciously made the effort to work in this field in the 

environment or anything like that. Not because I’m particularly passionate 

about it or anything like that, I just think that we have to, I think it is just 

something that everyone should be doing … I just think we have to do that. 

(Bryan, employee/innovator, S33) 

Part of the normalisation would be to normalise that everyone should be 

responsible to care for the environment … and on a micro scale we are just 

trying to improve our community as best we can … I can have an influence on 

our small community and do my best to improve it. (Nick, manager, RW) 

Participants spoke about changing their lives due to compassion for other animals. 

“You lose the animals, the ecosystem goes out of whack. I think it is important to take care” 

(A1, trainee, RW). Care for animals included questioning assumptions of the use of non-

human animals as merely products and an increased understanding of the impact of artificial 

substances on their health.  

I still eat meat, but I am trying to greatly reduce that … if we are going to 

consume an animal it is detrimental to waste the animal. It is a bad culture that 

exists. If we are just growing animals, which we are doing in caged farms with 

no emotion attached to it and consuming it with even less emotion if that is 

possible … it is something that we need to change, I do believe that. (Nathan, 

supervisor, S33) 

There is no respect for the beasts we are eating. There is no respect for the 

people that grow our food or make our food where as if people got to know 

them, I’m sure people would eat less meat if they knew the animal if it wasn’t 
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just a polystyrene tray with plastic over it and a label. You don’t know that 

beast. Yeah, you know when you look into an animals eyes - even my silly old 

chicken, she’s happy to see me, well not because she likes me, but because I 

give her food but you know so, and if I give her something she really likes I 

can see it in her eyes. (James B, employee, FC) 

Other comments appear to reflect a more scholastic understanding of ecological 

theory. “It’s about balance, so instead of humans overwhelming the world, it’s about being 

much more in balance with it” (The Doctor, manager, FC). Application of scientific 

knowledge was also a framework that some participants appear to use, indicating knowledge 

of facts could be influential for some people.  

We know those chemicals stay in the soil they go into the water. They kill the 

organisms in the soil and water, they wash off into the ocean eventually, using 

those chemicals on the farm is detrimental to the insects, to the micro-

organisms that live in the soil and on the plants, and in that way they hurt the 

environment. (Primus, manager, FC) 

The environment is everything, and generally when we talk about the 

environment we are talking about the natural environment so forests the ocean, 

deserts, bushland. Anywhere. We are not taking very good care of it really ... 

We definitely could be doing better as there are a whole bunch of species 

going extinct. (Brendon, volunteer, S33) 

The respondents asserted that making an improvement to environmental wellbeing 

does not have to be onerous or difficult. Small actions in a person’s local neighbourhood 

would make a significant difference if undertaken by everyone. “If everybody picked up a 
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piece of rubbish or pulled the weeds out on the islands, it doesn’t have to be just 

organisations that do it” (Max Power, trainee, RW). Thinking about the environment through 

the course of the interview moved some participants from believing they were not impacted 

on by the environment, to acknowledging concern for the lack of environmental care. “Well, 

it would be nice if people would clean up after themselves in the park that is just across the 

road from me” (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). 

We don’t have to just do it on one day of the year like you know, clean up 

Australia Day, it can be every day. It doesn’t have to be great armies of people 

it is if everybody just did like what B said. You know, pick up that bit of 

rubbish, pull out that weed. (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW) 

Care for the environment should be included in both self-education and the formal 

education system. “I believe in proactive participation in our own wellbeing and that means 

taking responsibility for and reading, monitoring and responding” (Andrew, solutions 

architect, S33). 

Unfortunately a lot of humans have already tried tested and tested wrong on 

nature and we have got to fix up a lot of things we have already done wrong 

and if we don’t look after it now it is just going to be disastrous … If there is 

no nature there is no us. So - yeah – it should be put into schools. (Fringe 

Lilly, trainee, RW) 

It was common for respondents to report feeling a sense of responsibility for the 

wellbeing of the environment, a trait that they were not certain other people in the wider 

community hold. 
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Supportive Trait: Sense of Self Includes Nature.  The separation between the 

environment and humans was not clear for some respondents. “I have grown up with 

environmental stuff so it is you know part of who I am” (Chook, founder, RW). The 

boundary between a person and their environment is blurred as many of us would be very 

different people without the impact of the natural environment. 

I think these are all blending, so I think when you, they are, because they are 

all multi-layered, so if my physical wellbeing relies on me walking out in 

nature, the mental, the emotional, the physical, the spiritual, I’m all that one 

person, so it’s all going to link into one. So definitely spiritually, for sure, 

because if I’m an important link, with another important link we are all 

spiritually connected, with a tree, with a rock, with the clouds, with the sky, 

with the water. (Sweet Potato, Employee, FC)  

Not everyone volunteered the information but it seems that some participants’ feel a 

sense of integration with the environment rather than viewing the environment as separate 

and other. 

Supportive Trait: Recognise Humans Need the Environment.  Respondents from 

all organisations stated that we must care for the environment because our existence is 

dependent on the environment. “You would have no land you would have no food, you 

would have no oxygen, you would have no – nothing. So you need to look after it [the 

environment]” (Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW). Participants also emphasised the fact that we 

have no other options. “We need to make this world last. It is the only one we have got” 

(RW. Trainee, RW).  
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If you ruin the environment, you ruin what you have to live with so it is 

important that we look after it. It is fragile, well, it can be resilient but on 

another level it is fragile as well. I’m not like a full on activist or that but it’s 

always been in my mind that to do the right thing … what you have to do, look 

towards the future not just the here and now. (Greg, employee, FC) 

Supportive Trait: Value Natural Environment to Improve Health. Respondents 

recognised the value of the environment to their lives. They mentioned physical, social and 

psychological benefits of having a clean and healthy environment. “There is a big difference 

in … the air quality… I could describe it as a thicker air in the more populated areas 

compared to semi-rural … [and the better place is] … rural, easily off the bat” (Josh, 

compelled volunteer, S33). Aspects that were appreciated include the aesthetics of nature, 

nature created positive emotions, and that being in the natural environment had a healing 

aspect (Figure 25). Participants felt the environment, particularly spending time in green or 

blue spaces, improves their quality of life and their wellbeing.  

 

I like fishing, and walking in the bush ... I enjoy it because you can, you know 

you get to see the bush, you can get good you know photos of it, and you can 

look at just how nature is really … [it causes a feeling of] I would say 

refreshed I guess … you know just getting the fresh air and everything … 

yeah, relaxed, at ease. (Crystal, volunteer /employee, S33) 

Figure 25.  
Location of Running Wild, 2019. Karragarra Beach, Lamb Island, Macleay Island, Russel Island fresh water lagoons.  
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I love going to the beach and going for a surf so it is kind of like my space to 

get away and zone out. It is like a really peaceful sort of thing being out in 

nature, so I have got that connection to the environment, because I believe we 

all kind of have that connection, but some of us have lost it, and it is really 

important for us to get back in and if we don’t look after our environment we 

won’t have that opportunity anymore, so there have been heaps of studies 

about just walking 15 minutes a day is really good for anxiety and depression 

or whatever it is. So it just a really good thing for mental health and all that. 

(Bryan, employee/innovator, S33). 

Environmentally beneficial activities like upcycling were identified as changing 

people’s perspective towards a more collective focus. “Whenever they are repurposing 

electronics that is benefiting society. Yeah, it is like the mindset and it is like the physical 

stuff’ (Bryan, innovator/volunteer, S33). Caring for the natural environment also provided a 

sense of purpose and enhanced individual’s feelings of self worth. 

 

Well, not leaving plastic all over the place and the animals can come eat it or 

whatever … I have always been could say pro-environment, but I am not pro-

active about it … [but when I was in the] green army where we went through a 

river … and replanted it with vegetation that was pretty good, felt pretty good 

afterwards. (Shannon, compelled volunteer, S33) 

Participants also recognised that the natural environment could benefit others, 

improving the wellbeing of family members, friends and other people. “Their [childrens’] 

attitudes and everything would settle after a few days out in the bush … yeah, and they 
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realise all that stuff [electronic gadgets] is not really that important and they can live without 

it” (A1, trainee, RW). Caring for the environment can provide a sense of community through 

time. The care of a place is a gift that comes from those before and is then passed on to those 

who will come after the current participants. People start to think about longer time scales 

than the more immediate concerns placed on people in a consumer society.   

The group before us had cleared that [area] and we planted natives through 

there, but obviously the weeds keep coming so we try and maintain that, so we 

are continuing the job, it’s a local thing so the more the people on the island 

have been doing it, the more people have been coming up behind and keep 

doing it and it is ongoing you know? So it’s not, we’ve done that, tick that off 

the box, it has got to keep ongoing rather than just stagnating at the end of a 

course. (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW) 

Respondents appeared to believe themselves as part of a wider system and thought 

that the natural environment is essential to their wellbeing. Believing in something that is 

greater than the physical entities one can scientifically measure is akin to a form of 

spiritualism that is not necessarily a religious faith, it can be expressed by making life choices 

that respect and preserve this system.  

Supportive Trait: Believe Environment is Essential for Future Health.  Concerns 

were not confined to the present. Participants believed that the loss of animals and plants, 

pollution and over exploitations of resources would impact negatively on their own and other 

human being’s ability to live in the future. “A lot of Food Connect subscribers when they 

jump on board many of them are young parents so there's something in the psyche that makes 
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you more conscious of the environment when you have kids and looking after the future” 

(The Doctor, manager, FC). 

I think it is not fair for me to create more waste to be toxic for other people or 

next generations. So that kind of mindset started from there and I need to be 

self-sufficient. So my parents were farmers and were self-sufficient to a point, 

and I thought if the world goes pear shaped or anything happens, I need to be 

self-sufficient so I discipline myself to do that, and make the effort to do as 

much as  I can, it's not perfect, it's no where near perfect but it is an effort. 

(Alice, microbusiness owner, FC)  

Respondents from the three organisations were concerned about future food 

production. Future food security was called into question because pollution is decreasing the 

amount of arable land and because conventional farming relies on artificial fertilizer that is 

only viable because of cheap energy and fossil fuels. Following are comments about the 

future food of production across the planet.  

[Most farms will] no longer viable 20 or 30 years from now … this process 

that is incredibly fossil fuel energy intensive - like it takes 20 times 

atmospheric of pressure and two or 300 degrees Celsius to enable the Fritz 

Haber method of capturing nitrogen from the atmosphere and making it into 

fertilizer. Because of that we’ve more than doubled the human population in 

the 21st century because we’ve been able to grow many, many more crops in 

an industrialised manner using fertilizers that have been artificially 

synthesised. We’re not going to be able to do that for very much longer. 

(Scott, employee, FC) 
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Basically the people grow their plants on the land … so how we know 

basically for the farmers so when we put those things into the land it will make 

it infertile, it is one aspect for the business and social and one aspect is the 

human being … you will get sick because of the pollution and those things … 

to be healthy and you know when the environment is healthy so the land is 

fertile. (Amatus, innovator/volunteer, S33) 

It is interesting that individuals concerned about health were strongly influenced to 

ensure the health of others, even, as in these examples offered, if those people that would be 

affected were not personally known to the respondent. Participants felt very strongly that 

current practices have to change for the sake of the future. 

Supportive Trait: Framing Environmentalism Positively.  Rather than making 

environmental responsibility onerous, the activities at the 

organisations were found to make environmentally friendly 

behaviour enjoyable (Figure 26). Visitors reported that they wanted 

to tell or even invite their friends and families to activities that the 

organisations provided because involvement was rewarding. 

Individuals reported that being involved in organisations that 

modelled environmentally friendly behaviour motivated them to 

emulate the behaviours at home. They also seemed to be more 

likely to try and change the views of family and friends.  

Environmental activities can be beneficial to people. The 

three founders of the organisations involved in this research project 

recognised that the interrelationship of the environment and people 

Figure 26. Fun Ways 
to Introduce 
Recycling  
Substation, 2019.3D 
Printed Projects 
Designed by 
Particpants 2018  

 

& Upcycling Tiles, 
Holiday Program, 
Running Wild, 2019. 
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is mutually beneficial. Tony, founder of Substation 33 observed that there is a tendency for 

other organisations to specialise but stated about Substation 33, “We are a different 

organisation … they look at social enterprise as being social or environmental impact, we 

happen to do 50 percent of each … I think we have got a good balance, we have got it right” 

(Tony, Founder, S33). The organisations in this study provide many examples of activities 

that integrate environmental and social benefits together. 

Because we have that environmental background and because I am a youth 

worker I’ve seen how the two can work together. So the environment teaches 

us. So you get these people camping out here that have never been camping 

before that suddenly have to deal with wet clothes, or suddenly they have to 

deal with the birds waking them up in the morning, and cooking and getting 

firewood. You have to go out and get things and be self sufficient and 

sustainable. You link that together there is this awesome learning opportunity. 

(Chook, founder, RW)  

At the very core, of why food connect exists was around, big picture thinking 

how do we reduce environmental impact, how do we reduce the energy 

consumed in both the production and distribution of food. How do we reduce 

our eco footprint within the business model … well personally speaking I 

couldn't seem to separate the environment, the physical environmental 

conditions from the social ones. So I saw that all as one system or one type of 

exploitation after another. (Rob, founder, FC) 

Activities that benefit the environment can become opportunities to help people. The 

organisations looked to participate in projects organised by other organisations as well as 



210 

 

creating their own projects that will have environmental and social benefits. For example, 

Running Wild provides more opportunities for unemployed people and also supports other 

community members that are collecting aluminium can tags.  

This would be one of the bigger companies that I have been with that has more 

of a social aspect and then it is mixing with the environmental stuff which is 

pretty amazing. I have never worked in an industry like this with ‘work for the 

doles’ and people that need that help. So it is a weird combination to put the 

two together but it works. I don’t know why but, that’s what stands out to me, 

people are getting helped and also the area is kind of getting help. (Whitney, 

administrator, S33) 

All the pull tags because they recycle those for a wheel chair, so we take them 

off and then we collect all the tins, and put them in there that’s to make 

money, to sell to make money for Running Wild, but it is also for the 

recycling … and then the other recycling stuff and unfortunately there is way 

to much plastic but, we don’t use a lot of plastic here, we use cans instead 

…Then yes, the girls would reuse a lot of that plastic to make rockets and 

things like that for the kids’ craft and yes, holiday programs and things like 

that. (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW) 

Motivation to promote social benefit has led to increased environmental benefits. The 

innovation manager at Substation 33 was appointed to provide more opportunities for people 

to upskill, but his passion for the environment has led Substation 33 into being more 

environmentally active. “S, one of the guys that works here, I think it was more of his idea to 

put all the batteries on and the solar stuff …” (Shannon, compelled volunteer, S33). Another 
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method for helping people is to enable them to spend time with nature, learning through 

observation and experience.  

They facilitate my ability to be in the paddock working with biology for a 

more sustained period and therefore I am spending less time working a 

meaningless job that takes me away from observation … without people to 

support with people like this I would definitely be distracted from what I get - 

I learn directly from my experience so that is amplified through spending more 

time observing. (Billie, Farmer, FC) 

Having a dual purpose may also make people more innovative as one will be 

examining tasks from different perspectives, thus perceive a wider variety of outcomes and 

be less likely to be ingrained in one process or idea. “I think there is a correlation with the 

mindset of caring for the environment and caring for people and it just means we are more 

open things” (Andrew, manager, S33). The three organisations were perceived to be 

successful at demonstrating how humans can benefit from interacting with the environment 

both through receiving experience of the environment but also taking on an active caring role 

for the environment. 

Outreach - Actions that support Environmental Wellbeing Outside the Organisation 

All three organisations undertook activities to influence other people and 

organisations (Figure 27). They have been able to complete projects with environmental 

benefits, inspire and motivate people and work to change the system. Through active 

outreach activities they can justify and show individuals that they are not isolated in their 

concern for the environment.  
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All the organisations collaborated with other 

organisations and the community to grow capacity to 

complete projects. Collaborations were established with 

artists, local community gardens, schools, universities, 

resident associations, bush care, conservation groups, 

councils, private enterprises and the human and animal 

welfare sectors. By sharing resources including 

knowledge, labour and equipment, projects that benefited 

the environment and the community were achieved. 

“Running Wild certainly have achieved positive 

environmental outcomes for the Redlands Coast Southern 

Islands” (DS, council officer, Redlands). For example, Running Wild built a new garden for 

Lamb Island by collaborating with local and state government and Lamb Island Residents 

Association (LIRA). The garden, which was designed by a Running Wild manager, contained 

endemic species adapted for local conditions. “During high tide the water can come very 

close to the garden being proposed and he tackled that issue. I thought that was good” (Barry, 

LIRA Vice President). Running Wild also provides office space for the Centre for Women 

and Benevolent society that in turn provide support to the community (Figure 28).  

You know they can ask us to help support the people that are struggling a little 

bit and just the fact that they are coming from the environmental side of things 

is a balance to us as well as a reminder that we are not just about people and 

things but we are part of an environment.  

(Rob, Centre for Women counsellor, RW) 

Figure 27.  
Community Outreach, Food 
Connect, 2018  Market Stall & 
Presentation at Youth Week.  
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I talk about connectivity. I talk a lot about connections, and it can be 

connections with people and can be connections with their community and this 

can be emulated then with their connection with the environment. So you 

know trying to get those connections happening, so those things we do then 

have benefit, so Running Wild doesn’t do anything on their own and they 

don’t own anything really we have got our vehicle fleet really, two bomb cars 

but it is the connection that is the enrichment thing. You know how we can go 

into it. Like bush care, there might be two old ladies who have got a big site 

and you just look at it and go you have got no chance at getting those weeds 

out of there, none. But being able to look at that and go we can teach young 

people and get the job done in the environment as well and benefit from it. 

(Chook, founder, RW)  

 

Other examples of collaboration are the way that Food Connect provides farmers with 

advice and the way individuals working at Substation 33 initiated connections in the wider 

community to enhance environmentally friendly behaviours. While the research for this thesis 

has focused on increasing people’s connection and care for the natural world, the 

organisations can also help environmentally aware individuals fit into human society. “So the 

environment they [Food Connect] have taught us about is this environment, being able to 

Figure 28.   
Running Wild Community Interaction, 2019:  New Garden at Lamb Island., MP spreads news of Running Wild, Cr Edwards & graduating trainee, 
Nick & LIRA vice-president.  
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come into this environment to an actual customer base. I am much better around nature that I 

am around people” (Jay, farmer, FC).  

When there’s new developments like that you definitely try to pass them on 

because where ever you can get a benefit from that, I think it’s fantastic so and 

Food Connect has always tried to be part of a network, a great social network 

and professional network for farmers to link up and for consumers to link up 

with farmers. (The Doctor, manager, FC)  

You see old mate there, he comes to work every-day here … and he always 

brings a bag of recycle stuff ... he is making me think too, maybe I should 

bring a bag to keep my recycling too … he is getting them from somewhere, it 

is probably not his place but somebody in the community is knowing where he 

is working and dropping the bag there. (Buck, supervisor, S33) 

Working with others and strengthening community is beneficial but it is difficult to 

quantify the benefit. “Multiply that with their communication with their family and their 

friends you know it is hard to gauge what the impact is because of the linking of the various 

groups” (Nick, manager, RW). The organisation initiating the relationship may never know 

how many others benefit from what they start. 

Supporting Innovation to Increase Environmentally Beneficial Activity 

Supporting innovators to develop new ways to help the environment is another form 

of collaboration. Substation 33 has provided space, equipment and technical support for 

innovators that in return share passion, ideas and motivation for increasing society’s capacity 

to improve environmental wellbeing. “The beginning of Substation and recycling and I think 



215 

 

what has come from that is a whole lot of other innovation and building stuff making a space, 

co-working spaces the list just goes on and on and on” (Tony, founder, S33).  

Examples include a vertical self-watering garden and two small start-up businesses, 

Power Wells and Amplfy, based at Substation 33. Staff and volunteers also explore ways to 

reuse e-waste to build new things, including electric bicycles, a solar trailer, 3D printers, 

secure mobile phone charging stations, and a display cabinet for 

participant’s projects (Figure 29). By making innovative ideas a 

reality, the upcycled creations serve to inspire other people to 

think about how society uses e-waste. People that see what 

Substation 33 has already achieved can be inspired to create 

their own projects. It also establishes new expectations in 

individuals about the purpose of e-waste.  

This place provides a better place. Provides opportunity for all people to learn 

to know and do their own way as well so if you have the idea, you know the 

start up idea, it is free, it is a free for it. (Amatus, innovator/volunteer, S33) 

We met quite a few people through LEAF… [including] the guy who runs 

space plants, so it is actually one of his projects. And we have done some 

work with him, to develop the electronics to actually do the watering systems 

… the product is probably not finalised yet. (Simon, manager, S33). 

Substation 33 has also collaborated with large organisations that would have the 

capacity to source products on the open market. Substation 33 was successful in a tender to 

design and build flooded road warning signs for the Logan City council using recycled parts. 

Other councils have also become interested in the project that provides an income for the 

Figure 29. 
 Projects of Substation 33, 
2018. 
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organisation. They have also worked with Griffith University and University of Queensland 

to build Smart Environmental Monitoring and Assessment Technologies (SEMAT) buoys 

(Trevathan & Johnstone, 2018).  

Supporting Advocacy Groups. As well as helping individuals, the organisations 

seek to change basic assumptions about the way the system works by supporting like-minded 

organisations (Figure 30). Tony, the founder of Substation 33, is 

also a founder and active member in Innov8, an umbrella group 

focused on increasing enterprises with a commitment to 

wellbeing, in the local Logan area.  

The Food Connect Foundation has been set up to support 

other like minded organisations to supply services and products 

that are environmentally beneficial and place pressure on their 

supply chains to act in environmentally beneficial ways. 

Individuals are able to rent commercial kitchen space, a benefit 

for those starting new businesses. Another example is providing 

space to the Share Shed, which reduces resource use by enabling members to borrow a wide 

variety of equipment including a kayak, a chandelier, a lawn mower, board games and tools.  

Running Wild is a participant in community hub meetings that are a forum to discuss 

how to improve outcomes for the Islands’ community  

Communicating about the Environment.  

Irrespective of their length of involvement with the organisations, participants from 

all the organisations were able to provide ideas about how to successfully communicate with 

others about the environment.  

Figure 30. 
Advocacy Activities:  The Food 
Connect Foundation provides space 
for the Share Shed 2018: Substation 
33 helps organise Innov8 Logan 
seminar, 2018: Running Wild at 
Southern Morten Bay Islands (SMBI) 
Community Hub Meeting, 2019 
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Communication: Listening to Others and Find What Interests Them.  Listening 

and seeking to understand the perspective of other people, even those with views that were 

the antithesis to one’s own, was reported by participants as being effective. Food Connect 

founder and CEO Rob recalls providing advice to the founders of Lock the Gate, which was 

to listen to farmers. “That simple action of just listening to farmers, not speaking, and getting 

a better idea of farmers concerns and farmers constraints and their problems … and then you 

form a relationship and that’s what Lock the Gate did” (Rob, founder, FC). Gifting people 

with attention was a way to stimulate people to reciprocate and listen to an environmental 

perspective even when they did not agree. 

I have learnt a lot from him [TS], because he never gets angry but he states a 

case and he will ask you questions about your perspective, and lets you have 

your say, and he is very patient and I admire that, because I believe that’s the 

kind of attitude we are going to need if we are going to have an opportunity to 

really change the world. (Nathan, supervisor, S33) 

 I know I don’t do it but if I was that person, I would probably enjoy it, if I 

was younger you know or I had grown up somewhere else I might do that, and 

so I guess just to understand why people do things, and just try to respecting 

that, and if the conversation comes up, you can say why you do what you do I 

guess there is time and a place for any sort of environmental activism and 

sometimes you have to be subtle about it and I have learnt to be more careful, 

may be, at Substation. I know I have reacted before and it’s not really helping 

me, or the conversation either. (TS, contractor, S33) 
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Participants reported that conversations appear to be more successful if they are able 

to find common ground with the person they are talking to. RW advises “find what people 

like and go from there” (RW, Trainee, RW). Other advice about the same idea includes find a 

‘middle ground’ and being able to talk about the issue the other person is interested in.  

People are attracted to different aspects of what we do, so some people really 

like the idea of local food, [with] others its dealing direct with farmers and 

having access to chatting with farmers which is always eye opening for folk, 

and others are much more interested in the environmental aspects, and still 

others are into the human health aspect so it’s more about the food being fresh, 

the food being organic so they are not taking in dangerous chemicals. (The 

Doctor, manager, FC) 

Changing a person’s perspective can be a gradual process. A person may accept one 

small aspect of environmentalism and slowly become more open to integrating new concepts 

that lead towards a more environmentally friendly outcome. “When I first started it was 

reading this one says ‘eco’ so that will do, but as I move forward I’m starting to try and read 

the ingredients and where it has come from and base my decisions on that” (Tan-Ni, 

employee, FC). Patience is often required when seeking to help people understand why 

environmental wellbeing is important. “When I look at other people and try to convince other 

people what to do, you can’t just expect them to turn around like a switch. We are not all 

light switches” (Nathan, supervisor, S33).  
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I wouldn’t just sit back, you don’t have to be rude or anything like that. You 

just may be ask them questions, ask them why because may be they are 

ignorant about things and they don’t understand and then you can correct it. 

You can go and check that information … they may not believe you, but if you 

plant that little seed they might go and do their own research and oh, ‘what 

he's talking about it's true’. You just got to plant that 

little seed. (Greg, employee, FC)  

Sometimes people are so disinterested in environmental issues it 

is not possible to talk about the environment at all. In these cases, it is 

still possible to engage them through conversation, but activities that 

are not overtly environmental may interest them, for example social 

events, art or music (Figure 31). Hopefully that person remains engaged 

in an environmentally beneficial context until a time comes when they 

do become interested in environmentalism.  

There are so many strings to Substation that … if I am talking to a person, a 

group of people if I feel that they are not interested I can pull another spoke, I 

can go down another pathway, I can eventually find something that piques 

somebodies interest. As well as environmental aspects … I just want to have a 

conversation. (Tony, founder, S33) 

Alberto on the line, he's just invited everyone to his first solo photography 

exhibition. Hey, come meet us outside of the work environment. Every year 

like other organisations there’s a Christmas party. There’s a big picnic and 

people’s partners and family members come along. (Scott, employee, FC) 

Figure 31. 
Social Activities of 
Employees & 
Associates of Food 
Connect, 2018. 
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When ideas were shared in this way, participants thought other people seemed more 

likely to think about an environmental perspective and possibly start to change their own 

worldview. 

Communication: Use Enthusiasm.  Participants noted that being enthusiastic helped 

people to understand the importance of the environment. “If you come across passionate 

about it, people can grasp that sort of thing” (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW). Being passionate 

about the environment made other people more likely to be interested. Highlighting the 

positive aspects can make the environment more engaging, even when it is about cow 

manure. 

Just the excitement of it, the joy of it. Um, for me, obviously if I was going to 

start a conversation about what we do we can explain why we do and what we 

love. But for me if I was going to get someone into gardening, I could talk 

your ear off and I get so excited about fuckin’ cacti and that you’d be running 

to the shops and that, so it’s like yeah. I find it ok to like talk to people. About 

the environment, as long as you have got that excitement about it, you don’t 

make it sound like a chore. (Professor X, trainee, RW)  

Emphasise the positive, it’s great. Outside of Food Connect I deliver like cow 

manure and mulch to like home gardeners and that and people say ‘eww cow 

manure!’ But have you left it to sit in a pile for a month to compost itself? It 

smells like rainforest soil. It doesn’t smell bad at all. Those are the ways that 

align with natural services all the microbes within the manure are doing their 

thing to feed the soil that feeds the plants that feeds us. Like the future is going 

to be really good if we’re get our stuff together. (Scott, employee, FC) 
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Communication: Talk About the Aspect that Impacts You.  Others reported that 

starting a conversation about the natural environment was not as effective as talking about 

work that just happens to be about the environment. It seems that having work to frame 

environmental concepts makes the subject seem less confrontational. This may be because 

there is no perception by the listener that they are being judged or are expected to change. As 

the organisations in this study undertake environmental work, talking about work introduces 

environmental ideas into the everyday.  

I can just offer to talk about what I am doing … So when I talk about what I 

have been doing about in terms of recycled materials, I guess the conversation 

goes into how there is so much waste out there, and how are creating a lot of 

these problems and how we can recycle better.  

(Bryan, employee/ volunteer, S33) 

I’ve had chats to people in Uber and they’re always been really awesome 

conversations because they might say, ‘Where do you work?’ and I say here 

and they’re like ‘oh wow, oh I’ve heard about that, or what’s that about’, and 

never has someone cut me off and said ‘that’s a load of shit’. (Sweet Potato, 

employee, FC) 

Food was reported as topic that could start people thinking about environmental 

sustainability. “It just goes to show that quite often food is that linking factor for people, 

cause foods part of everyday life and links into many issues” (The Doctor, manager, FC). 

Although other participants also talked about food, another respondent who has a background 

in finance found that it was easier to talk about money or societal benefits than food. It may 



222 

 

be that when people talk about an aspect that they understand on a deeper level, they are able 

to appear confident and authentic.  

Things that I talk about, are the impact of diet and lifestyle and actually 

making people aware of their choices, I think most people aren’t aware this is 

what happens to people, to animals, long term, this is what happens to land 

and you know trying to make connections and so once you sort of understand 

then you can explain to people and put it in front of their faces and if you point 

to science, and you sound scientific and convincing, well, some of them 

generally like to think about it and listen and if people in general look up to 

and think about and respect that, and can say ‘oh well I care about that too, but 

I have not been living in alignment with what I say I care about’.  

(TS, contractor, S33) 

So there was one time when strawberries were starting to sell for $1 a punnet 

and I said ‘but did you think about how those strawberries get picked, like 

who gets paid to pick those strawberries, who gets paid to put them in those 

punnets, and who gets to deliver them and surely cost more than a $1 to do 

that’, so I kind of have to talk from that point of view of with people.  

(Tan-Ni, employee, FC) 

Communication: Have the Right Messenger.  Sometimes it is more effective to 

have the message framed by someone who can understand local nuances. People are more 

likely to understand and appreciate environmental messages if they are explained by someone 

whom they perceive understands the intricacies of their life. The following volunteer from 
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Substation 33 returned to his rural village in West Papua and talked to his community about 

environmental issues. 

I advise them not to put all their e-waste there, to their land, because very 

danger, because environmental [quality] is very detracted. Because everyone 

today has laptop, even the remote communities they have laptops as well … 

They were so happy, ‘oh you can hear and tell us that you know safety that is 

our lives’ they say to me … even the high profile people sometimes they don’t 

understand … I just use different methods how to make [the people] 

understand them, how you now educate them, because I came from like their 

community. (Amatus, innovator/volunteer, S33) 

Having a prior relationship may increase the ability of the message to be targeted to 

people’s interests and be viewed more favourably by the audience than if it comes from a 

stranger. Participants reported motivating neighbours and friends by bringing up 

environmental activities in informal situations. “When they [my housemates] put their milk 

bottles in the rubbish, I go ‘yep, that’s recycling’ and I rinse it out and put it in the recycle 

bin” (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). Techniques such as raising the environment in casual 

everyday conversations were also reported to be effective at introducing change among 

friends and family. 

I was sitting over at my neighbours having a cold one and they have planted a 

whole bunch of natives in their garden and I was picking out a couple of 

weeds there and my neighbour D just started pulling them out, as I am saying 

this is this and that is that and so you know it sort of rubs off on people as 

well. (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW)  



224 

 

I think some behaviours will pick up and other conversations you know even 

being here my conversations have changed. Um, and with those changes and 

conversations – you discuss the changes you have made, it is a domino affect 

– they say ‘oh I never thought of doing that’. So your conversations become a 

circle of, ‘oh by the way I tried what you did the other day with the avocado, 

and it is working’, so and so it’s … just having a pineapple plant grow is just 

incredible, so some of my mates have started, some have taken it on.  

(Lavinia, Youth Worker, RW)  

Some participants were parents of young children, and recounted being able to affect 

a substantial change because of their parental authority. One mother talked about making 

fidget spinners at Substation 33, and her children, as well as enjoying making and decorating 

their own fidget spinners were hopefully developing skills to upcycle and reduce what they 

buy. Other parents looked for ways to involve their children in composting and repurposing 

packaging or raising awareness of plants. “I take it [recycling] from here … and I have 

introduced to my home, my family. Now we recycle at home a lot more … [I] started a 

compost ... we enjoy it as a family” (Aroha, administrator, S33). The messages are mostly 

focused on options that people can undertake that would be more environmentally beneficial 

than previous behaviours rather than ceasing an activity altogether. 

My favourite part, what I have taken home is being able to walk around with 

the kids and I can, I am teaching them young as well. Most of my kids are 

pretty good with that sort of stuff. Love nature, but now that I am able to point 

out plants. My son yesterday, he is about 7, we were walking towards the 

BWS there, and he was like ‘Oh Dad, that’s a pandanus [tree]’.  

(Professor X, trainee, RW) 
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I am educating my kids and my friends about the environment and they hear 

about all the fun things we do here … and just indicating to them that they 

don’t have to buy everything new … instead of just selling a piece of plastic or 

anything, they would come in and work with some of the guys in the 3D 

printed recycled fidget spinners so they got to paint them and that, so for them 

that was pretty cool and their friend were like that’s cool can we get involved 

too. (Emma, employee, S33) 

Communication: Model it - Real World Application.  Enabling people to see and 

interact with the ideas as they are implemented in a real world example was identified as 

being important. It was observed that people may be impressed by seeing successful activities 

when they are less responsive to arguments and facts. “We are doing something good, we 

hear so much horror news and so I think sharing some good stuff is great. Makes everyone 

feel good” (Emma, employee, S33).  People can be attracted to organisations that are 

implementing solutions. 

By showing an example, a model, well you can say anything, but to have it 

working, well, we are like a mouth to tell people you have to give it a try. It 

does have an impact … putting it out there and other people are like ‘what are 

you doing here’ and R is clear to explain it all and they say ‘oh yeah, I might 

give it a go. I might give it a try’ and it just snowballs from there.  

(Greg, employee FC) 

Usually I am just talking about what we do at Substation and around 

Substation and essentially what is working. So that creates a demonstrable 

solution because it is proven at every stage and it also shows people about how 
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they can get involved and educates them about what they can do at home and 

in their workplace. (Nathan, supervisor, S33) 

It was noted that the organisation’s participants are visible in the community so may 

provoke change through modelling environmentally beneficial activities. “Yeah, he sees us 

doing it, and that inspires him, them, to do things too, you know jump in” (Max Power, 

trainee, RW). Acting in environmentally friendly ways in public also sends a message about 

what type of behaviour is acceptable. Being a good example creates social pressure to act in 

an environmentally responsible way. It can feel confronting to act differently from what most 

other people do so by increasing public demonstrations of environmental behaviour may 

make it normal to recycle or to keep litter out of the environment. 

What I do is if they chuck something down, it is no good arguing, you just 

walk over and pick it up yourself, and I say ‘well I will put this in the bin for 

you, because I like the environment’. So if you walk past it and ignore it what 

is the difference instead of grabbing it you just pick it up put it in the bin, he is 

going to see it, but he will go home and he will think, did you see that person 

hey? Pick my rubbish up for me. So he clicked off straight away so you have 

got him now, and you have got him, he is trapped. And so you have got him 

trapped and he says ok and next time you walk past he will put it in the bin 

then. (Buck, Supervisor, S33).  

It could make somebody more willing to change their own behaviour, if they 

know – I know that person over there is making an effort I am going to make a 

little bit of a, so it is that community based motivation where you are sort of 

looking at your peers and deciding whether you are going to do something 
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yourself … so in their mind they might think, ‘well I couldn’t really be 

bothered sorting my recycling, but there is a benefit and people are making an 

effort so I am going to make a little bit of an effort too’.  

(Andrew, solutions architect, S33)  

If other people seeing us do it too, [it] starts them questioning too. And it isn’t 

really themselves, it’s why is that weirdo doing that and that’s like hey maybe 

it is worth doing some as well, doing something little ... And through our 

actions we can teach other people that, and we are in the community a lot so 

… And if a million people do one little thing, it would be fuckin’ massive. 

(Professor X, trainee, RW) 

It is not only the behaviour of people that can provide a positive environmental model 

but contextual factors as well. People that visit Substation 33 become curious about projects 

that have an environmental aspect such as being made of recycled parts. “[Substation 33] 

fosters conversations about environmental [issues]” (Tony, founder, S33). Substation 33 

takes 3D printers and solar powered road signs to public events. The solar trailer is often 

loaned out as a power source for concerts and festivals for free. These projects can attract 

people and provide opportunities to talk about use of renewable energy and upcycling. 

Substation 33 links environmental aspects with other ‘feel good’ attributes, for example the 

road signs, which use recycled parts were a solution to protect people from drowning on a 

flooded road. These aspects could create good will towards Substation 33 and make it more 

likely for people to want to give back with attention and respect to other messages that 

Substation 33 wants to communicate.  
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It [the solar trailer] has recycled solar panels on it, recycled batteries, the 

electronics weren’t really recycled, oh, the inverter I should say but it is quite 

a positive thing, so it has been surprisingly popular so we have had a lot of 

really great responses, so it is always out on the road somewhere, and it is 

always been borrowed by somebody. That [renting] may be something we 

look at later, may be small token gesture, we are hoping that good will, will 

come from it. Typically it is eco-focused which is good … People are quite 

taken with the idea of having renewable energy and not using a petrol 

generator. (Simon, manager, S33). 

Communication: Being Direct. Participants reported that sometimes they would be 

more assertive, telling people that they ought to change their behaviour. “Try to tell them 

that, you need to start recycling more, or it just goes into landfill which you know kills the 

Earth … stop crap going into the Earth basically. Like plastic is recyclable so recycle it” 

(Crystal, volunteer/employee, S33). In specific circumstances respondents did tell others that 

their behaviour was unacceptable, thus passing judgement. “Obviously people vandalising 

plants or stabbing them or stuff or just trying to destroy native beehives, we tend to get into 

them. And explain to them why” (Max Power, trainee, RW).  

A1: I go off at them. I did yeah, because I would have to clean it all up. So 

when I was in there out the front [of the pub], I would tell them ‘can you put 

that in the bin please, there is dolphins down there. You know, there is 

dugongs down there’…. yeah. I don’t know if they keep it up now. But yeah, 

while I was there and I was cleaning up their mess, they didn’t make as much, 

because I would go off at them … I was polite. Yeah.  



229 

 

I: And do you think that drawing their attention to the link between what their 

action was and effect to the dugong?   

A1: Some of them were, yeah, they had that clarity moment. They had that 

(trainee, RW). 

Other participants’ observations indicated that some care needs to be taken with this 

technique. If people were entirely rational, facts might be an effective way to promote 

behaviour change. “People don’t listen to facts may be. They have their beliefs and habits and 

cultures and attitudes and changing that is a lot harder than just spouting facts at them” (TS, 

Contractor, S33). The responses of interviewees indicate that they found just providing 

information is rarely effective. “If people are interested than they will do their own research. 

They don't need a lecture with statistics. It turns them off” (Di , micro- business owner, FC). 

Lecturing or telling people off may create negativity towards environmentalism. “[My] 

house-mates, they get a little bit annoyed with my, ‘oh that can be recycled put it in the 

recycle bin, oh that’s rubbish that’s for the rubbish’ ” (Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). 

Written and Online Communication.  Participants do not have to find the right 

words themselves. All three organisations have presence in electronic mediums like websites, 

Facebook pages (Food Connect, 2005, 2018; Running Wild Youth Conservation Culture, 

2019b, 2019c; Substation 33, 2013, 2015). They create resources that can be forwarded to 

others, that raise the organisational profile and increase positive feelings and the likelihood 

that individuals would want to be involved. Examples include Running Wild’s You Tube 

video (Running Wild Youth Conservation Culture, 2019a) and Food Connect founder, Rob 

Pekin’s TED talk (TED, 2010). 
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The Internet also enables the sharing of information and enables change agents to feel 

less isolated and help each other.  

I’m seeing a lot of young people getting involved in farming on a smaller scale 

… and as soon as you start getting young people involved … new methods or 

new philosophies become a normal part of life in 10 years or so … for the last 

10 years there’s been an impact of that worldwide with the chemicals farmers 

are using are becoming … more natural and there’s less impact on the 

environment and on people … there’s defiantly a flow of information that 

passes through to farmers and has an impact on higher levels of government as 

well … so you can find out about most information instantly whereas 20 years 

ago you might have to wait until you stumbled into an organic farmer to hear 

about this fantastic method that you can use on your conventional farm that's 

going to work. (The Doctor, Manager, FC) 

All the organisations also use forms of written information to communicate with 

people. Food Connect includes a newsletter with each order giving information about the 

farmers, growing conditions and other relevant information. Signage is another way to 

communicate which reduces the challenge on the individual to interact with others. All three 

organisations used temporary signage during public events in addition to signage on their 

premises and property (Figure 32). “Make up posters and have them up where the fishermen 
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are … at local hang outs. I think visual is better than verbal ... ‘cause if it is always right there 

in your face may be you might take more notice of it” (Mocktail Lady, trainee, RW). 

I find being slapped in the face with a poster like ah, like the biggest thing that 

got me aware about nature was that ah, scientists still don’t know how many 

trees to produce enough oxygen for one human being so while you are sitting 

there blasé cutting down the rainforest and then one day you are going to sit 

there and fuckin’ gasp like you are on Mars and not realise why and then that 

is when it will be too late. I don’t know it’s just … Raising awareness, yeah, 

because I mean you don’t want to tell people that you should be doing it, it is 

good to plant a seed, and little things like that, like posters or a seed in a 

business will get you thinking. (Professor X, trainee, RW) 

Most of that information you get from the newsletter. Most of that 

information, L puts that down and he says such and such farmer had a terrible 

time with the hail so you are not getting tomatoes this week so you think Oh 

fair enough, we won’t get tomatoes this week we will just do something else 

so most of that information comes mostly from the newsletter. It is more being 

aware, and I am only aware because of Food Connect and the tools they 

provide, so both my children sat at the breakfast table and read that newsletter, 

they may not understand all of it but they read some of it. So for me that’s my 

goal, for them to know what is happening in the fruit and vegetable world. 

Figure 32. 
Communication Using Signs. Sign in Substation 33 & Brand on Truck. 2018, Food Connect festival stall, Running Wild 
Event & Premises Signs. 2019  
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They may not get it, but more so have an idea of what’s happening. For the 

general public the only difference is that they don't get that newsletter or the 

farm tour, they went on also had rides and face painting and all sorts of things 

that distracted from the reasons why people farm (Tan-Ni, employee, FC). 

Written forms of communication were viewed by some participants as preferable to 

having to interact with other people about environmental issues, but appear to be most 

effective when communicating with people who are already open to the idea of caring for the 

environment. 

Organisational Factors for Better Care of the Environment 

The following section focuses on the impact of the organisation, rather than actions 

that are applied by an individual.  

Organisational Level: Support For Environmentalists.  

People that already believe the environment is important require support to act in 

environmentally beneficial ways. Participants identified by other respondents as leading 

environmentalists noted that acting in environmentally beneficial ways can be received 

negatively. “Sometimes it is a bit awkward when you are pointed out as the vegan or 

something like that …” (TS, contractor, S33). Self-identified environmentalists thought that 

organisations can create a space for people to express environmental views safely. The 

following respondent recalled the support he felt after becoming involved with Food 

Connect, which has helped him to maintain engagement with neighbours and other people 

who are not environmentalists. 
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People may call you a hippie and they make you feel degraded or belittled and 

that makes you irate and you just go, stuff you mate, you’re an idiot we’re 

obviously going to have issues in the future, I’m just not going to 

communicate with you. But now there are other people doing things [Food 

Connect staff], you’re not such an eccentric person … you understand you 

have got a bigger stakeholder in the situation, you are not trying to do it alone. 

You are not trying to do the whole change you just get to be a cog in the whole 

machine of change … otherwise you just feel everyone is against you, and 

when you feel everyone’s against you, you’re automatically, well I’m against 

you too. It’s, as far as energy goes, it is fairly negative, whereas now I am able 

to be fairly open, well, why do you have those ideas or thoughts? And often 

they’re - I just didn’t know about it - You can’t really be angry about it when 

they don't know about it. (Jay, farmer, FC) 

All three organisations increased the opportunities for people to act in ways that 

improve the environment. “Most of the time I try to recycle stuff … [it has been a bit easier to 

do it] …  working here, basically 3 days a week it does help a bit …” (Shannon, compelled 

volunteer, S33). Being involved with these organisations could enhance individual’s self-

esteem as it empowers people who care about the environment but struggle to take 

environmentally beneficial actions. “I don’t do a lot in terms of social justice/action etc. and 

although I’m not really involved in Food Connect, it allows me to feel like I’m more a part of 

the solution and less a part of the problem …” (Customer response, Food Connect Survey). 

These hybrid organisations help make environmental care easier. 

Here are solutions, you know as families, people, you know so as citizens of 

the world here are choices you can make. We’ve got them, so we've provided 
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them for you, this is what you do, this is how you make things better so 

environmentally you do have choice. (Sweet Potato, employee, FC) 

They just don’t know where to start, my thought is that people would like to 

and they want to do everything right and genuinely don’t want to destroy the 

environment that they are living in, but just not knowing where to go. For me I 

think people definitely want to do something, I think that they genuinely enjoy 

doing something that is beneficial for the environment.  

(Emma, employee, S33) 

The organisations provide the facilities and set up 

systems that make environmental choices easy choices such as 

reusable crockery and cutlery (Figure 33). Examples observed 

include minimal packing, reuse of boxes and recycling, not 

only of those things that go in council recycling bin, but also 

soft plastics like plastic bags, food waste and e-waste. Food 

Connect provides free containers in case customers forget to 

bring their refillable containers back (Figure 34).  

The low food mileage, low transport mileage, 

reduce that as much as possible … Call up the local 

council and get all the different recycling bins, and Visy 

or other recycling plants - bring in the appropriate bins 

that need it, so the individual and throw their rubbish 

into the correct bins. So if the management does that, or may be a staff member with 

Figure 33.  
Reusable Cups Reduce Disposable 
Cup Use, Substation 33, 2018. 

 

 

Figure 34.  
Clean Containers, Food Connect, 
2018 Kept for Bulk Refill Cleaning 
Products that are Sold at Food 
Connect. 
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permission from the management and it creates a foundation so the other individuals 

can do their part for the environment. (James B, employee, FC) 

A supportive work place goes beyond the physical infrastructure to include a culture 

that acknowledges and values the effort to be responsible for the environment. The 

organisations work to be consistent in applying environmental principles. This means making 

the small, unremarkable changes, such as creating note pads from old print outs, using 

recycled paper and energy efficient light bulbs helps to create a sense of authenticity.  

Food Connect reduces the amount of packaging that is one time use packaging 

but it’s to a greater extent - what Food Connect does - I mean it’s having waste 

audits of the bins, it’s the tone of the emails, that like E-K sends round. It’s 

like, hey guys we had a bin audit come through and these contaminants were 

found in there, the tone of it is really good and really encouraging, and to be 

saying like we’re not industry leaders in terms of market share or you know 

profits, or earnings after tax and what not, but shit we do a good job of looking 

after our crap, you know. (Scott, employee, FC) 

Respondents from Food Connect, including micro-business owners and farmers 

themselves, identified that Food Connect enables them to use environmentally friendly 

practices (Figure 35). For example, as farmers transitioning to 

organic certification an expensive process that takes at least three 

years. Farmers expressed appreciation that Food Connect is a 

reliable customer that respects their knowledge and use of 

environmentally friendly practices. 

Figure 35.  
Butter Wrappings, Food Connect 
2018:example of re-use by a 
micro-business using the Food 
Connect communal kitchen.  
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For me, personally, if I hadn’t been able to partner up with an organisation like 

Food Connect I wouldn’t value my product as much because people weren’t 

buying it much. You know you can do the right thing, but at the end of the day 

it’s the economy and not everyone has the equity to be a charity all the time. 

(Jay, farmer, FC) 

If you are a farmer and you want to farm using a different method you still 

have to find a market for your produce to find people who appreciate it, it 

might cost you more to produce it that way so you need to charge more for it 

… so they [farmers] need to find another outlet where people really value how 

that food is produced and the positive effect using those methods has on the 

environment, so that’s one way food connect can support those up and coming 

farmers who are doing a great job. (The Doctor, manager, FC) 

All three organisations expressed an ideological commitment to renewable energy. 

Food Connect invested in solar panels and hopes to expand the number as well as installing 

storage batteries. Running Wild took into account the existence of solar panels on the 

premises they moved to. Substation 33 has utilised photovoltaic solar energy in its products 

and was in the process of adding solar panels to their workplace. Substation 33 participants 

also noted that the premises had been retrofitted to reduce energy consumption. “We changed 

the light bulbs actually, we moved to eco friendly ones” (Crystal, volunteer/employee) and 

the management area is lit by upcycled LED strips from waste electronics. “I look at the 

lighting, and it’s all recycled and I think it is pretty amazing that we are running lights off a 

computer powered source at the moment, so very level low level electricity” (Emma, 

employee, S33). In addition to renewable power generation, Food Connect has developed a 

strong culture to change human behaviours in ways that reduce energy use. 
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We do audits, we make sure we turn unnecessary lights off, we do things to 

minimise need, we have photo-voltaic arrays. I think Rob was wanting to put 

up wind, so have a hybrid system, he’d like to add onto what we have, I think 

it’s 15kw, not enough … there is a consciousness there of impact. We try to 

reduce whatever we can. (Greg, employee, FC) 

A significant point made by a respondent was that it was important to address burnout 

among environmentalists. Environmental issues are too big for one person to effect change on 

their own. Participants reported making an assessment about what has to be done and then 

selecting which tasks they thought would be the most effective to do. It is not effective to 

become so tired and overwhelmed that one has no energy left to do anything. Being in an 

organisation with others who care about the environment and people can help 

environmentalists manage their commitment and self-care. 

There is a time and a place and instead of spending time on that person, I 

could spend it someplace else on a business, I could write an article or make a 

comment in a Facebook group, um, so knowing when to say and to fight for 

that topic and when not to, not to fight and make a big deal of it.  

(TS, contractor, S33) 

People identified as experienced environmentalists identify that undertaking 

environmentally beneficial activity must be done strategically. 

Organisational Level: Benefits of Meaningful Work  

The integration of social and environmental wellbeing into the workplace enhanced 

people’s lives. Participants stated that they valued that they could contribute to something 

meaningful that they can be proud of. Many respondents participating in these organisations 
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feel like they are contributing to something that is greater than themselves and that the work 

is satisfying. 

The environmental side is amazing and we have that dual purpose and I think 

that is what makes it work because people have pride in doing something for 

the environment, and then sharing what they have learnt with somebody else, 

and then coming here and doing something that actually makes a big 

difference. (Emma, employee, S33) 

People that have highly marketable skills chose to work at these organisations that 

would enable them to work for much more money elsewhere, but because the contribution to 

wellbeing was more valuable to them than money. “I will only do stuff that I find meaningful. 

I don’t think I will ever work in a business that doesn’t have some sort of impact on the 

environment or society … I just won’t work for a business like that” (Bryan, 

employee/innovator, S33). Valuing the environment has attracted other individuals who want 

to make a difference and find environmental sustainability and helping others is a motivation 

for participating.  

I started to cast around to look for an organisation that had some of those 

principles and somewhere close and Food Connect was only a kilometre up 

the road and seemed to tick the boxes for a really environmentally conscious 

organisation where you could make a difference. (The Doctor, manager, FC) 

One of the big attractors now for me, it is actually helping people, it’s not just 

doing something good for the environment, because the environment doesn’t 

talk to you even when you have done something good, but when you have had 

a person, a personal impact on a person it is a different thing you really, if you 
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have done charity work it is really a positive thing it can change a person. 

(Simon, manager, S33) 

An environmental workplace may also awaken a concern for the environment. 

Respondents initially become involved due to other benefits of work such as belonging, 

feeling useful and having an identity to be proud of, but because environment is integrated 

into work they learn about the environment. “Standing at the shop while we were waiting for 

5 minutes, we identified half a dozen different weeds. L was in there pulling them out you 

know … it is the sort of thing that is second nature now” (Fringe Lilly, trainee, RW).  

I was always a very lazy person for rubbish. In my house it used go all into 

one bin, and then whatever was in there went into whatever bin. I didn’t care. 

Now I actually do my recycling. Growing gardens, I bought a pineapple, so 

using that – recycling plant life. We have got grapes this year. We have got a 

pineapple. It’s just we started recycling the food, just looking at it differently 

and thinking I wonder if I could get something to grow from that. And you do 

your own little experiments with that so I have got an avocado seed sitting on 

top of a jar with tooth-picks, you know? So I experiment a lot more. I take an 

interest a lot more. So I was one who if I had oil, well it went down the drain. I 

didn’t care. It went down my drain and didn’t block it, somebody else’s 

problem now, so all that, you don’t realise how selfish, environmentally 

selfish people are until you look at yourself and think what changes have I 

made and what can I make. And I have to say since being here, I am more 

aware of that. From using a car, can I walk there, it has changed everything. 

(Lavinia, Youth Worker, RW) 
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Due to their change in perspective, individuals found themselves doing things that 

they never imagined doing such as examining animal faeces 

(also referred to as scats) (Figure 36.).  Knowing which 

animal produces what scat is an important skill for tracking 

and surveying animals. It can also provide information 

about the animal’s diet and health.  

Organisational Level: Being Open to Ideas from Grass 

Roots  

The businesses in this study tended to have a relatively flat organisational structure, so 

ideas from any participant would be considered and if the individual demonstrated a 

commitment to implementing the idea, it would be likely to be supported.  

Unless you’re right up the top, the work of any given individual [in most 

workplaces] is highly compartmentalised, you don’t really get to know the 

context you’re working in. You don’t really get to know how your work 

affects the broader scale of things. But working at Food Connect you are 

encouraged to find out about that context because it helps … if you know the 

context in which you work or which you live, empowers you to become more 

responsible for the way you live. (Scott, employee, FC) 

They are pretty happy to have conversations. But like every company they 

can’t read your mind, you have got to go up to them and say ‘hey, I have a 

problem or I have an idea’, and like I have talked to Tony about ideas before 

… if you have an idea, some places will shut it down or some places don’t 

care, but here it’s you have an idea, ‘Okay, now what are you going to do 

Figure 36.  
Looking at Scats, Running Wild, 
2019.  
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about it?’ Everyone is busy so if you care about that you have to implement it, 

you have to try it out, which can be hard, for some of us who are just ideas 

people, or don’t have enough time. I don’t spend enough time at Substation, to 

implement all these ideas I have, so I have to think okay, which of these ideas, 

how do I implement, how do I take these ideas forward? (TS, contractor, S33) 

Open communication can improve efficiency. Food Connect reduces waste in the 

food chain by talking with farmers about what and how much food to provide.  

[Markets are] completely different, a lot of waste, some days up to 70 percent 

of your product and because it's been – uh, so you’d harvest it and process it 

and it gets heated up in the market day and if you try to cool it back down, it’s 

quality is gone. And you sort of pride yourself on that quality because people 

open that fridge door and bam, I like the look of that! We’re aesthetic buyers. 

(Jay, farmer, FC) 

Organisational Level: Business Size 

Care will be needed in negotiating the correct size for the organisation. Growth can 

sometimes compromise environmental and social wellbeing. Substation 33’s success is 

creating challenges to the commitment of the organisation to educate participants and the flat 

power structure. Growth caused physical and psychological barriers that impeded individuals 

moving into other areas and learning new skills. The PCB lab and the design and innovation 

areas are air-conditioned, quieter and there is a greater incidental interaction with paid 

employees most of whom also work in these areas. In contrast, the deconstruction area is not 

air-conditioned, is noisy, often involves dirty work and can be smelly when the laser cutter or 

the fork-lift are used. Participants in the deconstruction area cannot see what is happening in 
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either the design area or the PCB lab to assess if it something that they would be interested to 

do and when asked, individuals in the deconstruction area stated that they did not feel they 

were allowed to go into the other areas, particularly the design area.  

Well, they [staff] don’t really mingle … they don’t really come out of the IT 

office and mingle with us, even on breaks … [except] I have a chat to H every 

now and then. And the girls at the front desk ... [but the others] it is sort of like 

they notice you but they won’t go out of their way to say hello and all that. 

(Josh, compelled volunteer, S33). 

[The] growth in revenue this year, and people contact, that’s a big number it’s 

a tough thing, so we have made some changes as you are aware, so we have 

taken some people up here, and we have left some people behind downstairs, 

which is not intentional to leave them behind – it is a complicated thing, so we 

needed to make this growth and part of this growth is pain and we have got 

people on the floor who have been with us for 5 years and now we have 

moved away from them and so we are going to move that relationship back 

and it is going to take time. (Tony, founder, S33) 

Participants at Food Connect were also conscious that the size of the organisation 

would impact on the ability to realise wellbeing goals. “Just because it’s in Australia doesn’t 

mean it’s local … [in bigger companies] you spend more time working on logistics than 

being beneficial to your community” (Tan-Ni, employee, FC). Being smaller improves intra-

organisational communication, accessibility and responsiveness to customers and the 

community, as well as supporting smaller producers that do not have the capacity to produce 

large uniform crops demanded by large retailers. This enables Food Connect to keep lower 
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food miles, however the radius for both supply and delivery had to expand to provide the 

volume and variety expected by customers. 

When we started it was a 3 hour [supply] radius, then it moved to a 4 hour 

radius and then a 5 hour radius through consumer demand. So we realised we 

actually had to build capacity within that 5 hour radius because it didn't exist 

within the 3 hour radius. (Rob, founder, FC) 

The reason we started to work with Food Connect was we weren’t that happy 

with the current distribution model the wholesale distribution of organic food, 

there’s only really a couple of options for organic food, they’re quite big, and 

they do supply the supermarkets so we’re only a little fish for them, so we 

can’t go and choose the produce often it comes in out of stock on Friday so 

we’ve got no tomatoes for the weekend and that’s no good for us, or it comes 

in rotten, and all sorts of things. So we wanted a closer connection with the 

food. (Rosella, wholesale customer, FC) 

However, the loss of customers to less ethical competition had reduced the hours 

available for the packers, also resulting in high turnover among staff working in this role. 

“Pay is quite low, the hours are quite small, in the past Food Connect has had much higher 

sales than currently, so it’s difficult to give people enough work, there is quite a bit of churn, 

especially in the warehouse” (Primus, manager, FC). Managers need monitor the costs and 

benefits of their organisation’s size to maximise wellbeing.  

Organisational Level: Environment integrated in Policy 

Organisations should formalise the reality that social and environmental wellbeing are 

interrelated and required for success by writing these values into the organisation’s policy 
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and procedures. Organisations should develop policy and procedures that recognise that 

environmental wellbeing is an integral foundation of their success. People from all businesses 

require clean air, water and food to do work and so all organisations need to contribute to the 

care of the environment. Integrating more environmentally friendly behaviours can also have 

an economic benefit. It is hoped that this will motivate other companies to seek help to 

become more environmentally friendly. Organisations seeking to include features of 

environmental wellbeing may find the process difficult but should persist because society is 

changing. 

If all businesses just took a really simple approach to say, we’re going to 

incorporate the externalities that aren’t on the balance sheet, and incorporate a 

few of those things we’d see business become a force for good rather than at 

the moment a not a very good distributer of finances, and not only an exporter 

of the environmental and social costs. (Rob, founder, FC) 

valuing our environment and understanding its uniqueness should be written in 

as core policy in any organisation as a starting point for developing business 

practice … it is not an easy … when we are still living in a society of 

ignorance, but it is becoming more and more important. (Nick, manager, RW) 

Organisational Level: Include Environment in Business Decisions 

Businesses need to take responsibility for their environmental impact and seek to 

improve their current practice when making decisions about what to do. All businesses 

should include consideration of the environmental outcomes in evaluating a course of action, 

for example, choosing stone edging above treated pine (Figure 37). “Everybody, all 

businesses should look at the whole picture” (Professor X, trainee, RW).  It is a process of 
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continually seeking to achieve better results than last time. “We are always researching on 

packaging types to see if there is a better way to do it” (Tan-Ni, employee, FC). 

We used old World War II toe stoning because 

we didn’t want to put treated pine boards that will 

decay and rot anyway and blow out. Not only is it 

not a great pathing edge, it is also full of your 

chemicals - your treated pine and that sort of 

thing. We hand pull more than spray because we want to keep the pesticides 

down so … that sort of thing, you know we only target specific plants when 

we scrape and paint and we use the minimum that we can.  

(Athole, employee, S33) 

If talking about the pure environmental impact it could be looking at carbon in 

the atmosphere, that’s a pretty simple one, and there are tools out there that 

you can measure that fairly simply, like your carbon footprint and businesses 

might look at that and say well our carbon foot print is not good, so we don’t 

want to be advertising it, but it’s not just about what you are at the moment it’s 

about your 10 year plan for improving things so if you are always trying to 

improve things that’s what matters. (The Doctor, manager, FC)  

Other ideas raised by participants for businesses to consider, included taking into 

account the impact of transport and seeking to support products produced locally. Learning 

about the true price of production and changing the system to make environmentally friendly 

products cheaper and conventional ones more expensive. “Just the buying those supporting 

those companies that produce those chemicals is generally a bad thing, we do know that the 

Figure 37.  
Toe Stones Boarder a Path, Macleay 
Island, Running Wild, 2019. 
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agricultural chemical industry is detrimental to the environment” (Primus, manager, FC). 

Making the system of production visible and supporting producers that are using ethical and 

sustainable practices increases people’s awareness of a product’s ecological footprint. There 

were also ideas about actions organisations should avoid, like not dumping rubbish in the 

environment and reducing their waste to landfill.  

The process of selecting responsible suppliers creates vertical change throughout the 

supply chain. Rather than issuing an ultimatum, it can be more effective to include a 

transition period where the business and supplier work together to improve environmental 

outcomes can create a win-win scenario.  

We don’t want impose it on farmers we want to encourage them and we don’t 

just have one high standard that we impose on everyone … try not to let 

perfection be the enemy of whatever it is, so people, the producers, say jam for 

instance, they might use organic strawberries but use conventional sugar. And 

what we say to those producers is we’d like to stock the jam, because you are 

doing so many things right compared to other producers out there, and tastes 

fantastic, but let’s work together to find another source of sugar.  

(The Doctor, manager, FC) 

I think it is 73 percent of the Australian landscape is owned by farmers and at 

the moment  if you think of it those farmers, they’re not been supported really 

well to adopt regenerative agriculture, the distribution system is doing nothing 

really, except for a few small places like Food Connect … but if a lot more 

food businesses, and I’m talking about the big guys, like Coles and Woolies 

and McDonalds and whoever else took that approach we would see a massive 
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sequestration of carbon into the soils, we would see a massive … increase not 

only in the bigger animals, the birds and the mammals and those sort of things, 

but they also see an increase of those old native grasses, and if we could all 

adopt a short chain food system, get away from this highly centralised food 

system, to a much more distributed, highly networked system of food hubs up 

and down the East coast of Australia, we would see reduction in our CO2 and 

decoupling from fossil fuels. (Rob, founder, FC) 

Organisations should think creatively about how to achieve their outcomes and be 

open to helping each other so they can also benefit the environment. Involving a wider 

audience in actions to help the environment will increase the level of care society has for the 

environment.  

Look at the connections they can make closest to them … we put a fodder 

farm in a school. We had every child plant a tree and then every child got a 

koala sticker and a big poster and everything, with the messages on it about 

how they helped koala conservation, key messages, key messages to go home 

and go on the fridge … it is a collaborative effort and if you can get people to 

believe that they don’t have to do it on their own that they can do it together 

than that creates biodiversity straight away doesn’t it? With people, with 

humans. (Chook, founder, RW) 

Organisations seeking to improve environmental outcomes may undertake similar 

activities, but being environmentally aware also includes policy and decision-making.  
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Replicate the Model 

Participants held positive opinions about including wellbeing in the structure of their 

organisations and thought that it should be replicated in other businesses. “Yeah, they could 

definitely take a leaf out of our book ... [on] well saving the environment you know?” (Fringe 

Lilly, trainee, RW). Having more hybrid businesses could help the environment but also 

communities. “I think there need to be more of these sort of places specially in these types of 

areas, like Logan, I mean I know there are other areas like that, like Caboolture is another 

one, Ipswich, people need avenues” (Whitney, administrator, S33).  

When I talk to businesses, I say, instead of looking at your profit which is 

right down the bottom - look through every line in the expense account and 

ask, where do I get my electricity from? Where do I get my goods? Where do I 

get my fuel from? Am I supporting multinationals or am I supporting someone 

else? Am I putting money into cash reserve so I can buy an electric vehicle 

down the track? Am I encouraging all my staff to ride bikes? There’s a whole 

bunch of things before they get to the profit. (Rob, founder, FC)  

Participants thought that if all businesses adopted a social enterprise model, which 

accounts for the environmental and social outputs there would be great benefits, and also that 

it was possible to replicate the organisational models. “Oh, it is a good blueprint … I said that 

to Chook yesterday, if they can get in here and see what she has done it can be copied in 

other places for sure” (A1, trainee, RW). Having a demonstrable successful model is an asset 

that should be shared. Aspects of Substation 33 were being replicated, with some elements 

being adopted by schools and care organisations. The author visited one spin-off 

organisation, Substation 66 that showed both environmental and social benefits.  
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Proving Ability to Replicate a Social Enterprise - Substation 66 

Substation 66 was inspired by Substation 33 and diverts e-waste from landfill by dismantling 

and sorting of E-waste thus having an environmental benefit (see Figure 38). It can be said 

that Substation 66 also provides an important social service, as it appears to give individuals 

purpose and provides protective factor for students that face a lot of barriers.  

Substation 66 is located at the Ipswich TAFE and provides the practical experience 

part of a TAFE Certificate II in logistics. The program is run by a collaboration between, 

Help Enterprises, TAFE and the Redbank School. Rob is the only employee, although 

sometimes he has had assistance from community volunteers. He stated that being involved 

in the program gave him something useful to do that had improved his health after he was 

downsized from his job as an electrical technician. The participants are mostly students for 

the Redbank School as well as some adult participants. Many participants appear to have 

disabilities, with one young man volunteering that he was autistic. It was apparent during my 

visit that some students also face other barriers such as a lack of support at home and poverty 

to a level that food is sometimes short.  

Summary 

This chapter has presented findings gathered from participants, documents and 

observations that identify the challenges faced by hybrid organisations from individuals and 

from the structure of society. It has also presented findings about how to increase 

Figure 38. Substation 66 Replicates E-waste Recycling, 2018. 
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environmental wellbeing, through activities for participants, outreach, collaboration and 

innovation. Advice from participants about how to communicate effectively on 

environmental issues was presented in this chapter as were the organisational factors that 

appeared to enhance environmental wellbeing. A case was made that the hybrid business 

model should and can be replicated. In the following chapter, this information will analysed 

and discussed further, with a view to informing environmental social work.   
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Chapter 5 

Discussion  

This chapter centres first, on the barriers that originate at an individual level, drawing 

on literature to explore the issues and make suggestions about effective interventions. It then 

examines ways that these barriers were addressed by the organisations in the studies. The role 

for social workers in understanding and intervening at each level is discussed throughout.  

Barriers for Environmental Wellbeing – Individual Level 

A significant factor that hinders the achievement of greater environmental wellbeing 

is that of social norms. Respondents reported being discouraged from undertaking 

environmentally beneficial activities due to the disapproval of others. Respondents also 

reported that they felt they were socially isolated if they were seen to be interested in the 

natural environment. While some respondents reported that members of their families and 

community said negative things to them, more often it appeared to be a perception that was 

enforced by what they were told others said about them. Research has found many people 

hold negative attitudes towards those who are associated with activities that change the social 

structure, for example, by seeking to readdress the lack of status for the environment 

(Jackson, 2019; Plumwood, 1990). The findings of this study appear to support the idea that 

people would experience social isolation for acting to improve environmental wellbeing.  

Negative labels reported in this study included; being weird, disgusting, dirty, left-

field and a thief. Participants’ belief that they would receive a negative response from other 

people stopped them undertaking environmentally beneficial actions, like picking up rubbish 

or questioning people who participate in anti-environmental activities. Labelling theory 

provides support for the idea that other people’s reactions can shape an individual’s 

behavioural choices (Abrah, 2019; Bernburg et al., 2006; Link et al., 1989; Link et al., 2017). 
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Experiencing social discrimination has been linked to increased stress and depletes the 

individual, making them susceptible to psychological and physical illness (Link et al., 2017). 

Such outcomes are serious and can easily explain why individuals would avoid being labelled 

by undertaking environmentally beneficial activities.  

The findings from all three organisations suggest that members of the public have 

attitudinal barriers towards the environment, which are summarised in this document as 

apathy and antipathy towards actions that improve environmental wellbeing. Ignorance about 

the environment and feeling disempowered are also barriers. A positive aspect was that these 

responses were identified and critiqued as problematic by participants with strong feelings of 

belonging to one of the hybrid organisations. This suggests that the organisations are 

successful in challenging negative stereotypes of people undertaking environmentally 

beneficial activities and supporting an internalisation of valuing the natural environment and 

acceptance that people should look after the environment.  

According to the data gathered for this study, negative attitudes towards 

environmental wellbeing appear to be commonly held among the general public so they are 

likely to become a problem for any project that seeks to create positive change in 

environmental wellbeing. Negative attitudes of organisational members can be largely 

avoided through project design, as exemplified by Food Connect where participants opt in to 

be involved. This design option may be used by social workers running educational programs 

where students can elect to do a course in environmentalism or if the social worker is 

managing a group of community or workplace volunteers. The benefits of this model appear 

to be that participants can quickly develop strong feelings of solidarity within the team, 

openness to experimentation, resilience to outside opposition and higher levels of motivation 
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to make personal and structural changes for environmental wellbeing. More energy can be 

directed towards change for environmental wellbeing outside the organisation. 

However, anyone seeking to increase environmental wellbeing is likely to interact 

with people who don’t support environmental wellbeing. It is also likely that social workers 

will be undertaking projects that, like Substation 33 and Running Wild, will involve people 

who do not identify as environmentalists and may display apathy and antipathy towards 

environmental activities. In seeking to understand these negative responses several reasons 

were found in the literature to explain why people label environmentally beneficial actions 

and other people that participate in environmental behaviours, in a negative way. These 

findings are presented below in more detail and may inform professionals such as social 

workers seeking to assist people who care about the environment and to shape appropriate 

responses to promote attitudinal change among those who express negative views about the 

environment. 

Apathy and Antipathy as Barriers to Environmentally Beneficial Behaviour 

While apathy is a lack of care and antipathy refers to strong negative feelings, the 

literature suggests that apathic and antipathic attitudes may have similar underlying causes so 

both will be covered together in this section. 

It might be assumed that attitudinal barriers to the environment arise from internal 

personal factors such as recalcitrance, an inability to empathise or to learn new information. 

People may just prefer the current situation irrespective of the evidence and feel negative 

about the prospect of change because change causes anxiety and resistance to engaging in 

activity that challenge the status quo, and this often includes environmentally beneficial 

activity (Bostrom & Ord, 2006; Dugas et al., 2012; Turney, 2012). Climate change 
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researchers noted that people will not engage in developing a response plan because they 

would not accept evidence that they were at risk of a negative environmental event unless 

they had experienced a similar event before (Tonmoy et al., 2018). Kjeldahl and Hendricks 

(2018) suggest that when people are confronted with the fact that their behaviour contributes 

to climate change, they have an uncomfortable feeling of cognitive dissonance that they want 

to resolve and they will find it easier to disbelieve the facts than change their behaviours. 

Ideas that discredit the science of climate change or that one’s contribution is so small one is 

exempt from responsibility, become an attractive way to resolve dissonance (Kjeldahl & 

Hendricks, 2018). This perspective that centres the origin of environmental denial on internal 

antipathy may provide a satisfactory explanation, but further unpacking of individual’s 

motivations is required to reveal ways for social workers to stimulate change. Addiction, 

grief and anxiety are discussed as possible causes for environmental apathy and antipathy. 

Addiction as a Barrier to Environmental Wellbeing 

Brereton (2018) suggests that resistance to environmental action is due to most people 

being addicted to a form of affluence founded on expectations of cheap easily accessible food 

and ostentatious consumption that destroys the environment. This addiction is normalised and 

there are strong social constructs that resist recognising this form of addiction as a problem 

(Brereton, 2018; Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017). As indicated by Food Connect participant 

James B, people are conditioned by contextual factors to make choices that have negative 

impacts for environmental wellbeing. The media, politicians and industry promote the idea 

that consumption is pleasurable and beneficial while ignoring how policy shapes production 

and how production creates issues that decrease wellbeing (Brereton, 2018; Helne & 

Hirvilammi, 2017). For example, exotic foods are depicted as being fashionable and desirable 

and the costs such as poor labour conditions, industrial agriculture and the impact on nature 
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are not mentioned (Brereton, 2018). Product placements in popular entertainment are now 

common leading to brand promotion within movies and television shows encourages and 

normalises consumption of brands (Brereton, 2018). This creates a two-fold challenge, 

raising awareness that excessive consumption is problematic and then treating those who 

have acknowledged they have an addiction.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, individuals involved in the organisations in this 

study did identify lack of environmental care as a problem, so it is probable that the 

organisations do raise awareness that the present levels of human consumption are 

problematic. The organisations in this study provide a framework that offers information, 

understanding and support that may reduce the need to conform to norms of consumption. 

Many of the activities, discussed in more detail below, raise awareness of the environmental 

impact of production and equip people with skills to repair and upcycle so they are less 

compelled to acquire new items. The organisations are open to the involvement of family and 

friends which could increase support for individuals attempting to adopt a more 

environmentally beneficial lifestyle (Cassidy & Poon, 2019). Substation 33 has an open door 

to anyone, while Food Connect and Running Wild held events in which family and friends 

could participate such as social get togethers, fun activities, music and entertainment and 

farm tours. All three organisations were active in public events like community market days 

and expos. It seems probable that hybrid organisations may reduce addiction to consumption. 

The profession of social work has amassed both theoretical and practical experience 

dealing with addiction (Faberman et al., 2018; Lewis, 2018; Tajima et al., 2019; Williams, 

2017). Social workers help people to overcome many types of behaviours which may not 

meet strict definitions of addiction but are still problematic (Williams, 2017). They have 

worked to raise awareness about behaviours that were not always recognised as negative or 
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problematic (Lewis, 2018). Social workers understand that people with addictions are part of 

a wider context and can design interventions that involve family and friends in supporting 

people wanting to address their addiction (Cassidy & Poon, 2019; Faberman et al., 2018). 

Social workers can provide people seeking to change and their supporters with information, 

ways to learn from relapses, listening, offering encouragement and being supportive 

(Faberman et al., 2018). The social work profession provides tools and skilled practitioners 

that may be useful reducing addiction to consumption.  

Grief as a Barrier to Environmental Wellbeing 

Another approach towards understanding environmental antipathy and apathy can be 

to use a grief framework. Social workers are aware that people can feel loss due to 

environmental disaster (Lysack, 2010; Powers & Engstrom, 2019; Stehlik, 2013). It is 

suggested that people’s sense of self and the natural world may help them understand 

themselves and their place in the world, increasing a sense of authenticity and happiness 

(Besthorn, 2014; Passmore & Howell, 2014). The non-human helps people to define 

humanness through a discourse of comparison, this is not only through difference but also 

through similarity, as many children identify with animal characters in stories and in 

adulthood through metaphors such as wise as an owl, like a mother hen, busy bees and 

significant interactions with animals both wild and domestic (Passmore & Howell, 2014). 

Memories of experiences in natural landscapes are often significant to an individual’s concept 

of self and their sense of morality and this will stimulate a sense of care for the environment 

(Besthorn, 2014; Passmore & Howell, 2014). Therefore, loss of nature can be like loosing a 

part of the self.  
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Words such as ‘crisis’ are used to describe the environmental situation (Coates, 2005; 

Hoff & Polack, 1993) but it is not an event clearly defined in time and space like a landslide 

and society’s response seems more akin to Stehlik’s (2013) description of the response to 

drought – if help is given at all, it is slow to arrive and there is a tendency for authorities to 

normalise the situation and shift responsibility to the individual. A lack of acknowledgement 

does not negate the experience of grief. Significant aspects of the natural environment have 

already been lost but the Anglo-American culture does not acknowledge people have an 

emotional response to this loss (Lysack, 2010; Pihkala, 2018). Pihkala (2018) suggests that 

grief for the environment is a disenfranchised grief, because other people in our culture do 

not acknowledge that emotions about the natural environment are valid leading people who 

experience these feelings to hide their emotions.  

Withdrawal into memories of the past, denial, anxiety and anger can be displayed by 

people feeling grief, and unresolved grief can be deleterious to physical and mental health 

(Berzoff, 2011; Gordon, 2013; Lysack, 2013). Forms of environmental grief need to be 

validated so that people can process the value of their local environment and through this 

realisation, begin to comprehend environmental issues on a world scale (Pihkala, 2018). The 

profession of social work has developed theory and expertise to help people deal with grief, 

like listening, respect, information and emotional and spiritual support (Gordon, 2013). 

Stehlik (2013) noted that it will take time for people to change, as people will prioritise other 

concerns above analysing emotions that their culture denies existing. In a workplace that 

integrates wellbeing into everyday practice, there is no rush for individuals to admit to their 

emotional reality in a specific time frame.  
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The Role of Anxiety as a Barrier to Environmental Wellbeing 

Some literature suggests that apathy and antipathy are responses to anxiety or even 

fear arising from the fact that environmental problems threaten an individual’s existence 

(Lysack, 2010; Pihkala, 2018). Anxiety is defined as a psychological trauma and emotional 

disturbance that has an indefinite but potentially hazardous cause (Cossman, 2013), the global 

environmental crisis is such a cause (Clayton et al., 2017; Coates, 2005). Further 

exacerbating individual’s anxiety is the dominance of life styles that are distant from the 

natural world, lives that occur largely indoors (Lichtblau, 2010; Palomino et al., 2016; 

Passmore & Howell, 2014; Pryor et al., 2005). Such life styles will cause a loss of connection 

to nature and a loss of confidence in ability to act and thus motivation to act to protect the 

world, which results in an increase in existential anxiety as continuing degradation of the 

ecosystem is reported (Passmore & Howell, 2014). Some authors even suggest that humans 

have an immortal aspect to their psyche which exists in nature and therefore activity which 

threatens the environment threatens the part of self that was innately understood to be 

immortal (Passmore & Howell, 2014). It has been suggested that environmental anxiety is a 

new norm of generalised greater anxiety created by industrialisation, individualism, global 

media and a loss of guidance from tradition (Cossman, 2013). 

To cope with these confronting thoughts and emotions, individuals will deny that the 

problem exists or find ways to disavow their responsibility for any impact on the 

environment, a strategy that creates an escalating feedback loop (Pihkala, 2018). Individuals 

may also display an unrealistic optimism that negative events would not impact on their 

future and therefore they do not need to act (Ricart et al., 2019). This response could appear 

as either apathy or antipathy. People will also seek to engage in actions like drug use, work or 

sex that distract them from subjects that activate unpleasant and difficult realities like the 
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existential risk posed by the environmental crisis (Lewis, 2018; Pihkala, 2018). Excessive 

consumption, as suggested in the previous section, can also be a form of escapism that may 

be a coping mechanism for anxiety. In this way addictions might arise from underlying 

anxiety. Viewed through this lens the provision of more information about environmental 

problems will exacerbate the disconnection of individuals from environmental issues. 

Social workers often work with clients experiencing strong emotions (Turney, 2012). 

However, both grief and anxiety can be a motivator for social action and personal change 

when perceived effective action is available to take (Berzoff, 2011; Cossman, 2013). When 

interacting with people who fear unwelcome change into their lives, the social worker needs 

to model trustworthiness through honest and transparent behaviour (Turney, 2012). When 

supporting people grieving the loss of an individual, success is defined as the client reaching 

a psychological state where they can return to participating in their previously normal 

activities (Berzoff, 2011). When working to enhance environmental wellbeing, the social 

worker will need to resolve the negative affect so that the client is not paralysed or acting 

defensively however, it is not desirable that the client becomes so accepting about the loss of 

the environment, that they become complacent and lose all motivation to become more active 

in supporting environmental well-being. Making activities that are accepted as being 

beneficial for environmental wellbeing available could then stimulate involvement in 

environmental change. Helping people to overcome existential fear should be undertaken by 

a broad variety of professions (Pihkala, 2018) but the skills and experience among social 

workers could be argued to place a stronger obligation upon social workers to become active 

in addressing environmental anxiety.  
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Ignorance and Disempowerment as Barriers to Environmental Wellbeing  

The data analysed from the three organisations also indicated that ignorance about the 

environment is a barrier to enhancing environmental wellbeing. Ignorance could be about the 

environment itself but also not knowing what to do to address the environmental problem. 

Individuals in this study identified that the topic ‘environment’ is vast and difficult to 

understand. This idea is also supported by the literature that suggests that such understanding 

is not settled, even among environmental conservation professionals (Lorimer, 2012). 

Understanding environmental change has developed from knowledge originating from many 

disciplines and will have varied impacts across many sectors of the economy making it a 

complicated topic (Kaya & Elster, 2019; Lorimer, 2012; Ricart et al., 2019). For example, 

one of the fields that contributes to understanding the environment is ecology and this 

requires learning concepts from biology, chemistry and mathematics (Carter, 2016). Tonmoy 

et al. (2018) reported that planning a response is made more complicated because available 

information does not provide clear answers to questions that are relevant to most people, for 

example, does the increased risk of flood require the home owner to adjust their insurance 

policies? These factors make it challenging for people without specific environmental 

education to understand and react appropriately to the complex factors that lead to 

environmental problems such as climate change (Dunlap, 2013; Kaya & Elster, 2019).  

Understanding the problems created by environmental change is difficult but it is also 

difficult to understand solutions, for example, determining what are holistic, balanced forms 

of production and degrowth (Brereton, 2018; Powers et al., 2019). Robbins and Moore (2013) 

point out that humans have impacted the ecosystem from pre-colonial times and there is no 

clear consensus on what version of the ecosystem environmentalists should strive to achieve. 
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Scientists who understand the problems can be reticent to dictate a prescriptive view of how 

society should look, so there is an absence of clear direction for prioritising interventions to 

protect the environment (Robbins & Moore, 2013). Many people question their own efficacy 

to make a difference (Kjeldahl & Hendricks, 2018; Ricart et al., 2019). Not knowing what to 

do will also cause fear and anxiety, resulting in inaction on environmental problems (Robbins 

& Moore, 2013).  

When viewed in this way it is easy to see why people do not understand the 

environment and do not feel able to take effective action to improve environmental 

wellbeing. Social workers should suspend negative judgement of such people and remain 

open to the possibility of positive change (Turney, 2012). Remembering that individuals who 

appear apathetic or antipathic may be experiencing grief or other forms of cognitive or 

psychological distress can be helpful for social workers seeking change in this field (Dr S. 

Bailey, personal communication, 30 January 2020). Social work is also a profession that can 

progress in broader situations of uncertainty by applying insights gained from feminism that 

new ways of being can be invented as we journey toward them (Adams, 1990). By applying 

ethical principles and empathic methods of practice social workers can contribute to 

improving environmental outcomes. 

Organisational Activities that Overcome Individual Level Barriers 

The following section will explore in more detail the ways that the organisations in 

this study address the barriers that have just been identified. Organisational participants are 

involved in activities that increase contact to nature, promote mindful consumption and have 

access to environmental education. The efficacy of these activities is now discussed. 
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Individual Intervention: Increasing Connection to Nature 

Respondents across all the organisations noted that spending time in nature improved 

their feeling of wellbeing and that nature was an important part of their lives. Several 

activities undertaken by the organisations, including camping, farm tours, environmental 

projects, children’s holiday programs and school interventions increase individuals’ time in 

the natural world. Additional activities that increased contact with nature include bush 

regeneration, growing food and collecting litter from public areas.  

The literature provides many explanations for the respondents’ reports of improved 

wellbeing from nature contact. The natural world models a slower pace of life and people 

report feeling able to be free from social pressures and pretence and feel more authentic to 

their inner-selves, which is associated with better health (Lichtblau, 2010; Powers & 

Engstrom, 2019). The rushed superficial consumption of life’s experience can be moved to a 

more contemplative appreciation of that which is valuable in the present (Lichtblau, 2010). 

Connection with nature is positively correlated with human flourishing, vitality, personal 

growth, a sense of purpose, engagement and psychological and social wellbeing (Engemann 

et al., 2019; Palomino et al., 2016; Passmore & Howell, 2014; Pryor et al., 2005). Other 

research suggests that connection with nature can improve immune function and reduces 

exposure to pollution and stress which benefits both the body and the mind (Engemann et al., 

2019). Anxiety, PTSD and depression are all reported to be reduced by spending time in 

natural spaces (Janardhana et al., 2019; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Time spent in nature can 

stimulate self-reflection increasing self-awareness, leading to finding purpose, enacting 

changes in goals and actions and providing a perspective that can help people negotiate 

periods of change (Lichtblau, 2010; Passmore & Howell, 2014). If nature is included in the 

sense of self, then there is a reduction in feelings of isolation and separateness (Janardhana et 
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al., 2019; Passmore & Howell, 2014). Interventions in the natural environment increase 

connection to nature and help people to fulfil the need to belong to something greater than 

themselves, increasing social wellbeing (Passmore & Howell, 2014).  

People who identify as having incorporated nature into their self-identity also have 

higher levels of a form of spirituality, specifically respect and wonder for non-human entities 

(Dylan & Coates, 2012; Passmore & Howell, 2014). Spiritual understanding is claimed to be 

helpful for dealing with the existential threat of climate change (Dylan & Coates, 2012; 

Pihkala, 2018; Zapf, 2005). Connection to the natural world can stimulate a feeling of 

transcendence and a feeling of integration with the universe that creates a concept of an 

eternal post-self that will exist after death (Passmore & Howell, 2014; Pihkala, 2018). 

Activities that motivate and empower people to help the environment can be a way for people 

to leave a legacy in the future thus overcome existential fear and the denial of the 

environmental crisis (Pihkala, 2018). The ecosystem is a cycle where death enables new life 

to flourish, and a connection to nature reminds people that as they are part of something 

eternal and therefore their anxiety about death is reduced (Passmore & Howell, 2014; Zapf, 

2005). As care for nature can be constructed as virtuous, and within the organisations in this 

research project, was certainly framed as a good thing, participating in activities like those 

described in this study could increase happiness and spiritual satisfaction (Passmore & 

Howell, 2014). 

Powers and Engstrom (2019) state that a disconnection from nature has enabled the 

overconsumption and related pollution that is causing Earth’s natural cycles to be overcome. 

Several authors report that humans are connected to the natural world so thinking and acting 

in congruence with this connection fulfils an innate need and is healing (Janardhana et al., 

2019; Passmore & Howell, 2014; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Connection with nature can 
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minimise the development of illness for people and the environment. It is also useful in 

treatment of existing problems, to improve an individual’s health as well as their capability to 

participate in environmentally beneficial activities. This analysis provides a strong argument 

for social workers to facilitate contact with nature. 

Individual Intervention: Mindful Consumption and Waste Reduction 

The organisations in this study provide participants with opportunities to enhance 

environmental wellbeing through more mindful consumption. This includes behaviours such 

as reducing, reusing, repairing, upcycling, recycling, composting and ethical purchasing. 

Involvement in such activities would enable participants to contribute to enhancing 

environmental wellbeing, create constructive narratives about their efficacy and help to 

improve themselves (Berzoff, 2011; Cossman, 2013). Other activities undertaken by the 

organisations include: turning off lights when not in use, picking up litter and reducing water 

use which are named as examples of environmentally beneficial behaviours (Szczytko et al., 

2019). As discussed previously, people do not know what to do to improve environmental 

outcomes and activities such as these could help people address underlying grief and anxiety 

while improving environmental wellbeing.  

Respondents at Food Connect were generally aware of the benefits of mindful 

consumption, as were those that had spent a longer time at Substation 33 and Running Wild. 

It was not clear if all the participants at these two latter organisations were aware of the 

environmental benefits of the activities undertaken. Although perceiving the level of human 

consumption as problematic, some participants only perceived the anthropocentric benefits of 

organisational activities, such as providing parts for Substation 33’s projects and money for 
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Running Wild’s holiday program, as the point of such activities. Environmental benefits can 

be realised despite participants remaining unaware of their achievements.  

Individual Intervention: Education 

The growing human influence on the ecosystem creates a greater need for 

environmental understanding to ensure informed decisions are made to enhance wellbeing for 

people and the environment (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2017; Kaya & Elster, 2019; Szczytko et 

al., 2019). The literature reviewed suggests that environmental literacy includes learning 

about natural environmental systems and the activities that one can undertake to be more 

environmentally beneficial. Lichtblau (2010, p. 7) observed “If I do not know the names of 

the living things around me or how they function, am I taking them seriously? Can I say that I 

care about them?” Formal education is provided by external educators to the Rail Trail 

participants at Substation 33 and at Running Wild where participants in the Conservation and 

Land Management (CALM) program complete set course material including plant 

identification. However, people can still recognise and care for aspects of nature without 

knowing the scientific labels. 

Some individuals may only excel when involved in non-traditional learning situations 

(Kaya & Elster, 2019). The organisations in this study did provide experiences for people to 

learn informally. Involvement in E-Waste recycling at Substation 33 and the farm visits at 

Food Connect are examples of learning activities with a less formal approach. All three 

organisations have members who are knowledgeable and a passionate about the environment 

and who were identified as motivating and educating others. The organisational participants 

regularly interact with people who care about the environment and are involved in activities 

that make a positive impact on environmental wellbeing. This creates learning experiences 
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through socialising with other people and trying new activities, such as how to recycle 

electronic parts or propagate a native plant. Activities that take place in public spaces like 

Running Wild’s marine debris and bush regeneration projects increase the opportunities to 

socialise and develop connection to community (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Involvement in 

the organisations in both formal or informal learning activities are likely to improve people’s 

attitude and feelings of efficacy about their ability to participate in environmental activities.  

Basic environmental literacy also includes an understanding how food is produced 

and the impact of our consumption choices (Brereton, 2018; Tetloff & Wicknick, 2019). 

Growing this knowledge is exemplified by Food Connect but Running Wild had also begun 

to take steps in this direction, by collaborating with local community gardens. These 

activities promote alternative food systems where the food producer can become an 

environmental steward as opposed to the dominant social constructs that normalise 

industrialised agriculture, chemical use and prioritise profit (Besthorn, 2013b; Brereton, 

2018; Tetloff & Wicknick, 2019). As everyone has a vested interest in maintaining safe and 

affordable food, food becomes a way to engage people into developing more long term food 

solutions (Brereton, 2018). There is substantive literature by social workers about the benefits 

of community gardens including; (Besthorn, 2013b), Shepard (2013), Bailey et al. (2018) and 

Tetloff and Wicknick (2019). These authors agree that involvement in community based local 

food production can improve food security, increase social interaction and help to address 

social inequality. 

It is notable that environmental benefit can be achieved without the participants 

understanding their achievements. This means social workers need not have a great deal of 

knowledge about plant identification or a deep understanding of ecological processes to 

advance environmental care as implementing activities like those previously identified will 
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still have positive environmental outcomes. Social workers do, however, bring skills they can 

use to add to their own and participant’s environmental knowledge such as research skills to 

access environmental information and networking skills to bring in people who have 

environmental knowledge to share. Another important area of environmental literacy is an 

understanding of ethics around environmental issues and having the openness to accept 

personal responsibility for environmental wellbeing (Bailey et al., 2018; Kaya & Elster, 

2019). Social workers are experienced in applying ethics to guide action. Useful insight may 

also be gained from turning a social worker’s skills of observation and mindful reflection 

towards the natural world and empowering others to do the same (Lichtblau, 2010). In 

addition, social workers can help people develop feelings of efficacy so they are confident to 

behave in environmentally beneficial ways and to develop people’s skills in analysis, 

problem solving and working effectively with other people (Kaya & Elster, 2019; Szczytko et 

al., 2019). Environmental action will require the skills social workers already have, including 

how to share knowledge, develop a sense of responsibility and efficacy among individuals, 

promote behaviour change and maintain commitment to change.  

Individual Intervention: Communication  

Respondents were asked about how to communicate environmental messages and 

provided many insights. It is not certain if the participants came to these views as a result of 

modelling by others in the organisation or if they learnt from their own experiences when 

attempting to talk to other people about the environment or a combination of factors. The 

focus on environmental wellbeing of the hybrid organisations appears to provide more 

opportunities and the motivation for participants to attempt to talk to people about the 

environment.  
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Participants recommended listening to people without making any judgemental 

comments even if one’s own personal opinions differed. The responses imply that there are 

several benefits to listening, finding a common area of interest helps both parties to feel 

empathy for the other and establish a relationship of mutual respect. As observed by TS 

(contractor, S33) and The Doctor (manager, FC), it is easier for people to engage and 

understand the concepts if the concepts relate to something they are already familiar with. 

When attempting to raise concerns about the environment, it was more effective to find the 

areas that the other person is concerned about and elucidate how the environment related to 

the other person’s interests as one way to develop the conversation to include environmental 

aspects. 

The dual focus of the organisations on social and environmental wellbeing could 

attract people who would not be interested in organisations that are only environmental. A 

broader range of people may become actively involved because they are attracted by the 

technological or social aspects of organisational activities and then become exposed to the 

environmental concepts. Some people may become involved that are initially closed to 

environmental issues, but as the organisations demonstrate that respectful relationships can 

still be developed with such people. After respect and interest is proven by the person with 

environmental concerns, an environmentally apathetic or even antagonistic person is likely to 

reciprocate interest in issues important to an environmentalist. When considering the division 

in the wider community about environmental issues, this method could be very important in 

increasing support for improving environmental wellbeing. 

The responses of participants also appear to indicate that many people seemed more 

interested in hearing about another person’s experience rather than abstract academic facts. 

For example, people are more likely to be interested in hearing about a person’s day doing 
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recycling than being told it is important for them to recycle. This might be because the 

speaker is not presuming to usurp the power of self-determination from the listener by telling 

the listener what to do and think, but it may also be the influence of a social expectation that 

people will be interested in the lives of other people. The organisations in this study all 

provided work that enabled people to talk about environmental concepts when discussing 

their daily experiences. Another benefit was by undertaking environmentally beneficial 

activities, the participants were able to model and normalise these types of behaviours. The 

respondents also indicated that they thought they were more likely to gain a positive response 

if they talked about the environment in relation to their area of expertise, so a financial officer 

talked about the price of items, while other people talked about how environmental concerns 

influenced their food and lifestyle choices. It seems probable that people may appear more 

authentic and confident when talking about subjects they know and thus would be more 

persuasive. It was noted that people can respond positively to authentic enthusiasm. There 

were individuals at all three organisations who influenced people to care more about the 

environment through their positive, enthusiastic approach even to seemingly unappealing 

topics like manure and cacti. 

The word ‘relationship’ has been used previously but the data indicated that this 

aspect is important and so it will now be addressed in more detail. The respondents 

recognised that changing a person’s perspective can be a long process and progress advances 

in small steps as people adapt and integrate more environmentally beneficial practices into 

their regular routines. Chapter 4 discussed that participants with the longest involvement in 

the organisation were more aware of environmental issues than those who had only become 

involved more recently. When communicating with others outside the organisation 

respondents that had an existing relationship with the other person, reported more effective 
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communication. Relationships included children and other family members, friends, 

neighbours and close communities. The close relationship may mean the communication was 

more accurately targeted to fit in with the perspective of others, or others were prepared to 

give more attention and validity to information coming from someone they already knew. 

Some participants reported that sometimes they were direct in telling people they 

were doing the wrong thing. However, the effectiveness of this technique was questionable 

given other observations made by respondents and the discussion above about apathy and 

antipathy to environmentalism. Respondents recognised as experienced environmentalists 

observed that some people would become annoyed and others would disengage from the 

conversation if confronted on environmental issues even if the information was factually 

correct. Psychology suggests the way a situation is framed can encourage or discourage 

people to change (Bostrom & Ord, 2006). It would seem more successful messages were not 

framed as personal criticism nor labelling activities individuals like to do as barriers 

preventing the achievement of outcomes. As Professor X (RW) stated, framing an activity as 

exciting means it is not onerous. Pihkala (2018) recommends finding a balance between 

being too optimistic and thus seeming insensitive to the severity of the situation, and a level 

of pessimism that can trigger a paralysis of anxiety. 

It is worth noting that people’s skills and confidence in communicating with others 

differ. Some participants indicated that they would like more public signage to educate 

people about environmentally destructive choices, such as littering. They appeared to believe 

that signage would reduce the obligation on them to confront people doing environmentally 

damaging things, a situation they wanted to avoid. There are some concerns with relying on 

these forms of communication. As will be discussed elsewhere, authorities may not support 
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environmental outcomes, so may resist installing signage. Furthermore, signs are more easily 

dismissed or ignored than a person. 

Although not recognised as communication in most participant interviews, successful 

implementation of environmental activities did result in media coverage. Successful 

environmental interventions that are then reported on by media outlets, can be a politically 

advantageous strategy (Robbins & Moore, 2013). Being able to combine environmental and 

social benefits appeared to be advantageous in gaining publicity. The organisations were 

mindful of publicity and are particularly active in creating a social media presence. Food 

Connect in particular, actively sought media coverage, employing a media officer.  

The online presence of all three organisations provided an opportunity for conveying 

information about the environment beyond interpersonal communication. The Internet was 

identified as being a way for people who cared about the environment to find support lacking 

in their geographical neighbourhood, as well as enabling self-education. The organisations 

also used other written forms of communication such as signage and newsletters. These forms 

of information appear more likely to be accessed by those who have put in an effort to access 

this information and appear to be less effective in reaching people who are apathetic or 

antipathic to environmental concerns. Interpersonal communication methods would seem to 

be more effective in changing people’s opinions, though other forms of communication can 

help people once they have started to contemplate the need to be concerned about the 

environment.  

Effective communication is important because anthropogenic environmental change is 

too often unrecognised or denied (Powers & Rinkel, 2019; Robbins & Moore, 2013). This 

research supports the idea that is too simplistic to assume that just providing people with a 
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greater amount of facts will stimulate the level of change required to improve the 

environment (Brereton, 2018). The way in which people communicate with each other is 

important. Listening to others, responding to their interests and relating information to an 

individual’s context mirror foundational social work techniques (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 

2017; Tompsett et al., 2017). Rather than attempting to identify one form of communication 

as better than others, social workers can use their professional judgement to employ the 

method most appropriate to the context (Tompsett et al., 2017). There is no one form of 

communication that will be effective for everyone in all situations, rather multiple approaches 

are needed to successfully engage people in increasing their environmental literacy (Brereton, 

2018). People seeking to implement environmental response plans should engage the public 

in the early stages of identifying the potential problems that may arise from the risks that 

have been identified (Tonmoy et al., 2018). An element this research emphasises is the 

importance of investing time to develop relationships with people rather than only providing 

information. 

Environmental issues are existential (Cossman, 2013; Passmore & Howell, 2014) but 

an environmental focus can elicit strong negative reactions (Jackson, 2019; Markowski & 

Roxburgh, 2019). It may be challenging for people with strong opposing views to listen 

respectfully to each other. Social workers could make an important contribution to 

environmental communication because they are trained in skills like reflective practice that 

can be used to identify and manage personal beliefs while remaining open to other people’s 

perspectives (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017; O’Leary & Tsui, 2019). Collaborations are 

needed between disciplines with strong human skills and the environmental disciplines 

(Pihkala, 2018) to broaden the acceptance and facilitate societal change to address the climate 
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crisis. Social workers have traditionally used strong communications skills to collaborate 

across boundaries and bring people with different ideas to together.  

Results of Involvement Observed in Participants 

Respondents indicated both increased environmental knowledge and increased self-

esteem and efficacy due to their involvement in the organisations. This confidence would 

make it easier for them to participate in other social change actions. An important element of 

the activities undertaken at these organisations is that there is a benefit to entities beyond the 

self, for example, diverting waste from landfill, supporting sustainable agriculture and 

working on community projects. Through participation in these activities individuals are 

enabled to change society. 

Caring for oneself includes caring for one’s environment, but acts to improve 

environmental wellbeing can vary from small individual actions like planting seeds or 

informed consumption but also larger political acts that challenge the system (Cossman, 

2013; Shepard, 2013). Involving people in environmentally beneficial activities may also 

cause people to become better members of their communities (Norton et al., 2013; Shepard, 

2013). People that recognise a connection to nature are more likely to be generous, support 

community outcomes, eschewing personal fame and material fortune (Besthorn, 2001; 

Passmore & Howell, 2014). People involved in the organisations did display generosity 

towards group members and the wider community, including free meals, openness to involve 

others, sharing knowledge, providing labour, entertainment and educational opportunities to 

their communities. 

Humans are not external to nature but are part of the ecological system of Earth and 

therefore actions that harm the environment will also ultimately harm us (Clayton et al., 



274 

 

2017; Passmore & Howell, 2014). As the environmental crisis is an existential issue, part of 

the solution will involve engaging with what is greater than the self, a level that may be 

termed spiritual (Pihkala, 2018; Zapf, 2005). Being able to take action and make a difference 

on meso and macro levels can empower people and help them to overcome feelings of 

despair (Cossman, 2013; Norton et al., 2013). The activities undertaken by hybrid 

organisations like reducing consumption, providing education about the environment and 

increasing connection to nature are actions that can help people overcome barriers like 

anxiety (Besthorn, 2002; Cossman, 2013; Lichtblau, 2010). Acting in ways to improve the 

future for children was another common motivation for action among the participants, even 

those without children. The concern expressed towards others is a challenge to the dominant 

cultural value of individualism as it indicates the participants were engaged beyond their self-

interest. To flourish humans must embrace an ecocentric way of being, where we strive to 

preserve natural cycles (Passmore & Howell, 2014). Participation in hybrid organisations that 

value environmental and social wellbeing has proved to be beneficial for individuals and 

helps them to overcome barriers that prevent action on environmental wellbeing.  

Contextual Factors 

The following section focuses on contextual factors that change the outcomes for 

environmental wellbeing. It refers to ways to change the situation around people to encourage 

them to act in environmentally beneficial ways. 

Context that Supports Environmentalists 

People with strong environmental convictions were present in all three organisations 

and fulfilled a role of change champions. They advocated for environmental actions and 

reminded others of ways day-to-day events relate to the environment. As discussed in detail 
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in Chapter 2, it is important to present the topic of environmentalism as a necessary concern 

for everyone (Gray & Coates, 2015). Change champions are accepted members of an 

organisation and can facilitate change because they can respond to situations as they occur 

and demonstrate the new ways of working and living (Batras et al., 2014). Having people 

with environmental sensitivity ensures the organisations act in ways that support their 

environmental change champions. 

Environmental champions are important to the function of hybrid organisations, but 

the organisations also helped these people by providing a safe place that understands the 

importance of caring about the environment. The current state of the world creates many 

negative events that are detrimental to the psychological and spiritual wellbeing of those who 

feel a connection to the natural environment (Clayton et al., 2017; Garnett et al., 2020; 

Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Continual fake news and failure of the political system to 

respond effectively to climate change can cause stress, burn out, compassion fatigue, 

helplessness and a loss of hope (Lysack, 2013; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). This project 

collected data suggesting it can be difficult for people with strong environmental convictions 

not to become angry or to disengage from social interactions. Respondents in this study like 

Nick (RW) and Simon (S33) expressed regularly feeling negative emotions about 

anthropogenic environmental damage. Environmentalists may also face discrimination and 

prejudice (Jackson, 2019; Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019). Respondents like Dale (RW) and 

Jay (FC) reported being judged negatively by people in their local community because of 

their environmental commitment. Negative opinions of others can make people feel their 

ideas are dismissed and that they have been rejected and this can impact interactions with 

others, leading to further unsatisfactory social experiences (Turney, 2012). These are some of 

the challenges that individuals will face when the dominant society does not acknowledge the 
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validity of having feelings for nature (Brereton, 2018). It is important that the emotions 

related to the environmental crisis identified and affirmed (Cossman, 2013) and the hybrid 

organisations provide a context where this happens. 

Participants with strong environmental beliefs observed that being involved in the 

hybrid organisation where others value the environment, enabled them to retain patience and 

the capacity to interact respectfully with others who did not agree with their views. This may 

be because they have a place to be where people can come together and interact, they be part 

of a community, and feel solidarity with others (Cossman, 2013). The organisations provided 

these people with connection to others that also valued environmentally beneficial activity. 

People who are aware and alarmed by the risks of the Anthropocene (see glossary, p.15) can 

reduce their feelings of fear and anxiety through involvements activities that protect nature in 

some way (Robbins & Moore, 2013). 

Social workers beginning to increase environmental practice may also benefit from 

the experience of environmentalists. Advice from the respondents in this study included 

being selective about the issues that they will put energy into. This advice is supported by the 

social work literature which asserts that workers should set boundaries and avoid over-

commitment to choices that will be draining, so as to insure space for respite and activities 

that are invigorating (Lichtblau, 2010; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). It is considered an ethical 

responsibility of social workers to undertake self-care, not only because the ability to care can 

be exhausted if not replenished but also because everyone should undertake self-care to 

maximise their health (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Self-care 

involves seeking help from others when it is needed, slowing down so as to have time for 

health promoting behaviours like eating well, socialising and increasing knowledge about the 

response to environmental problems (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). It is also important for 
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environmental social workers to have access to environmentally supportive places such as 

those provided by hybrid organisations. 

Context that Develops Environmentalists 

The organisations presented in this thesis also support people’s development into 

environmentalism by providing a graduated entry into environmentally beneficial activities. 

People could be supportive of the environment by participating in small ways such as 

collecting and delivering recyclable materials to Substation 33 or purchasing some produce 

from Food Connect. The friendliness of the organisations can encourage people to move 

towards greater environmental commitment. There are contextual elements that communicate 

that the environment is beneficial such as posters and signage. The organisations model 

authentic care for the environment by making small changes like upgrading light bulbs to 

more energy efficient lights and using scrap paper for notes as well as larger gestures, like 

upcycling projects, establishing community supported agriculture or regenerating bushland. 

The organisations provide systems that make environmental choices easy like compost 

buckets and reusable crockery. As well as environmentally beneficial activities, activities 

around food, including growing food and eating food were prominent in all the organisations 

and such activities can often bridge social difference helping to bring people together 

(Brereton, 2018). By involving participants in activities like food production, Running Wild 

empowers people with the skills that will enable them to reduce their food miles on a low 

income (Brereton, 2018). 

The use of group activities appeared to increase environmentally beneficial actions of 

individuals. The literature suggests that if group activities are environmental activities, people 

will have increased positive feelings because they value helping the environment, but also 



278 

 

because they feel they are part of a greater cause (Passmore & Howell, 2014). Emotion can 

be a more powerful motivator than reason or facts (Lysack, 2013). For individuals who 

experience negative community reaction due to their environmental activity, group work 

provides a protective and supportive network of people (Link et al., 1989). Berzoff (2011) 

suggests that a supportive group is also beneficial as members can help each other to learn 

new skills, motivate each other to take action, engage in social learning, help build a coherent 

alternative narrative as well as reducing the impact of negative stigma. Undertaking group 

activities that are enjoyable, can overcome feelings of being overwhelmed and paralysed 

(Cossman, 2013). When people feel supported they are more confident to act on all levels to 

advance environmental change, as well as looking after their local environment they are more 

likely to lobby politicians and actively seek to advance beneficial change of the socio-

economic system (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Several participants in this study did state that 

since being involved in a hybrid organisation they would now voluntarily pick up other 

people’s litter. This public demonstration of environmentally beneficial behaviour would also 

challenge assumptions that environmentally beneficial behaviour is deviant. Even one hybrid 

organisation may have enough impact on the community to move environmentally beneficial 

behaviour from a marginal activity to a socially permissible activity.  

Social workers are experienced in managing groups and could use environmentally 

beneficial activities to enhance environmental outcomes and empower others to act in 

environmentally beneficial ways.  

Role of Written Policy  

The organisations do not seem to use written policy and goal setting as a way to 

achieve the majority of their environmental outcomes. Environmental outcomes appear to be 
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driven more by an application of values. It seems that environmental concern is so ubiquitous 

among the leaders and managers in these organisations that it would take extra effort to omit 

environmental wellbeing. For instance, Running Wild’s structure built on the CALM 

program has placed an environment perspective in a central position that shapes the content 

of the administrative and hospitality programs. Participants in administration and hospitality 

use their skills to support those working directly to enhance environmental wellbeing. This 

structure models eco-centrism, a lifestyle that will enable humans and the environment to 

flourish (Passmore & Howell, 2014). The normalisation of environmental activity is a 

strength because it reframes environmentally beneficial choices as the status quo and 

environmentally detrimental approaches as exceptional.  

Not using written pre-determined goals also reduces the risk that participants would 

become discouraged when predetermined goals are not met and the ad hoc approach stops 

environmental activities being associated with tedious planning meetings. It frees up staff 

time from duties such as measuring outcomes and writing reports. It allows the organisation 

to be flexible, to take advantage of opportunities quickly and enables enthusiastic new 

participants to implement their ideas without being frustrated by having to wait for 

permission to act from committee meetings. It may also be empowering for participants in 

organisations with a high turnover like Substation 33 and Running Wild, not to be restricted 

by top-down directives to meet certain outcomes.  

Conversely a lack of planning, measurement and review reduces reflection and 

assessment of day-to-day activities and may cause some achievable goals to be overlooked, 

for example, the lack of use of the compost bin at Substation 33. The process of forming and 

writing goals and reviewing outcomes can help people to recognise areas that can be 

improved. In the case of Food Connect’s Manifesto, the thoughts of those consulted in the 
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process of creating and updating the Manifesto are likely to have been clarified and 

reinforced, making it easier to consistently recall and apply the values to decision making. 

Lacking measurable goals also makes it difficult for the organisation to assess its 

performance over time and prove efficacy to outside entities. There is also an increased risk 

of ‘mission creep’. Current Food Connect staff were aware that moving away from city 

cousins towards home delivery is a compromise but without the existence of a written policy, 

people that become involved later may accept home delivery as normal and uncontroversial. 

During data collection, it appeared that the involvement of the founders in all three 

organisations is likely to reduce the erosion of environmental values in the organisation but as 

key personnel retire there may be less resistance to external maximisation of profit driven 

values.  

Structural Level 

The following section refers to physical, social and political factors that will impact 

on people undertaking environmental activities irrespective of their internal predisposition. 

As social structures are created and maintained by people it is possible that change created on 

an individual level will influence the structures, however it is important to understand how 

these structural forces also act on individuals. The structural barriers will be explained and 

then the activities undertaken by the organisations that address the barriers will be discussed 

followed by the implications for social work. In the final part of this section the application of 

theory in understanding the findings will be covered.  
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Structural Barriers to Improving Environmental Wellbeing.  

These are factors external to the individual and the organisation that impede the 

ability of participants and the organisations in realising outcomes that would benefit the 

environment. 

Structural Barrier: Language is Co-opted Members of all three organisations stated 

that it was difficult to have their organisation’s commitment to environmental and social 

wellbeing appreciated by people external to their organisation. They thought it was hard to 

communicate as words like sustainable, environment, nature and ecosystem are used to talk 

about concepts that have nothing to with the natural environment.  

Industry and governments’ use of the language of sustainability is ambiguous 

(Millington & Wilson, 2017). Often words like ‘environmental’ are used by businesses not 

from a concern for the environment or the status of the planet but rather to manage impacts 

the environment may have on the business or how to best support growth and profit (Gray & 

Bebbington, 2000). Environmental vocabulary is also co-opted by business seeking to create 

a favourable image to attract consumers (Gray & Coates, 2015). For example, large 

agricultural companies greenwash the reality of food product tending and promoting romantic 

images that maintain rural stereotypes, having family farms with green grass and a variety of 

animals, because the companies fear that consumer’s would reduce their consumption where 

they aware of the reality of food production (Brereton, 2018). People and organisations now 

lack effective ways to communicate their authentic commitment to environmental wellbeing. 

The hybrid organisations counter this to some extent by including the natural 

environment in organisational activities raises the profile of the environment and increase the 

likelihood that people will talk about the natural environment. In a context where nature, the 
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ecosystem and sustainability are commonly used to refer to the non-human world, people 

would be more likely to default to the environmental interpretation of ambiguous terms. In 

particular, the participants at Food Connect and Running Wild display an awareness of the 

role of the natural world in their lives. The challenge is extending this understanding beyond 

the organisations and the profession of social work could help with this.  

Unfortunately the profession of social work has also misused terms that used to refer 

to the natural environment, with nature being used as synonym for characteristic, ecosystem 

to talk about human relationships and environment to talk about a person’s situation or 

context (Besthorn, 2013b; Coates, 1993; Gray & Coates, 2015; Kemp, 2011; Zapf, 2010). 

Social work must address the use of language and modify erroneous understanding of 

concepts like the ecological model within the profession (Gray & Coates, 2015). At the same 

time, social workers need to be working with clients to help them develop an identity that 

includes the ecosystem and acknowledges that all life is interdependent (Norton et al., 2013; 

Powers & Rinkel, 2019). As well as raising the profile of the environment among individual 

clients, social workers can ask questions at organisational and policy levels to ensure the non-

human world is not overlooked or exploited. 

Structural Barrier: Societal Norms About Financial Value  Decisions about which 

goods and services are given a monetary value is a systemic barrier towards introducing 

environmentally beneficial business. An example is that environmental costs of the carbon 

footprint associated with the production of agricultural chemicals is rarely factored into the 

cost of produce, so the 25 percent energy efficiency of organic produce is not accounted for 

in food pricing (Brereton, 2018). Pressure to provide low cost food has pushed farmers into 

using practices that will decrease wellbeing for the environment and people (Anomaly, 2015; 

Food Connect Foundation, 2016). Another factor is that activities that benefit environmental 
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wellbeing such as picking up litter, undertaking bush regeneration and setting up community 

gardens to supply local food, are rarely acknowledged with financial reward. Managers in the 

hybrid organisations observed that while funding might be obtained through grants to buy 

equipment to aid environmentally beneficial work, it was rare to secure funding that would 

cover employing someone to do environmentally beneficial activities. 

While Substation 33 was reported to be financially successful concerns about money 

were expressed by management at Running Wild and respondents at Food Connect during the 

observation period. Despite being able to function, some respondents at these two latter 

organisations noted that newer specialised equipment would reduce their workloads. The 

maintenance required to keep essential equipment operational was a drain on finances and 

time.  

The financial struggle faced by these organisations was not due to a mismanagement 

of funds. The founders and managers in the organisations were not amassing personal wealth 

but actually donating personal resources to the organisation including vehicles, labour and 

furniture. Hybrid businesses with a commitment to environmental wellbeing will allocate 

time and resources that they obtain by other means to maintaining environmental wellbeing. 

They acknowledge the necessity to care for the ecosystem. Costs increased because of the 

extension of the organisation’s concerns to cover both social and environmental wellbeing. 

Other businesses routinely externalise a lot more of the costs associated with environmental 

and social wellbeing(Ramsay, 2020). Thus, the hybrid organisations’ commitment to caring 

for the environment and people often put them at a disadvantage when comparisons are only 

made financially. For example, costs of produce from Food Connect was increased by 

sourcing produce from locals using more sustainable methods of production rather than the 

cheapest available, paying people above the minimum award and providing free food. At 



284 

 

Substation 33 staff observed that they provided free training to individuals who would then 

leave because they found better paid employment. Substation 33’s training effectively 

subsidises the business that hires the people who have worked at Substation 33. Including 

training in their production reduces the number of units that can be made, making Substation 

33 tenders less competitive. A respondent also reported that Food Connect’s commitment to 

wellbeing had been identified as making the businesses too risky for conventional investment 

loans. Maintaining a commitment to principles does make it challenging to obtain funding, 

particularly if organisations wish to remain autonomous from funding regulations (Izlar, 

2019b).  

Social workers can assist hybrid organisations with tenders and grant applications, but 

also by advocating for system change. Governments should consider the environmental and 

social benefits when awarding contracts and grants. There should be a widely accepted way 

to assess and report an organisation’s environmental benefits that can be understood by 

consumers. Business and government should be more transparent about how their activities 

impact wellbeing. Social workers can lobby authorities directly but could also spread 

awareness of these issues among members of the public.  

Structural Barrier: Climate Change and Environmental Participation.  Climate 

change was mentioned as a problem by many participants. Some participants commented that 

working outside had become too uncomfortable due to the extreme heat, while others 

observed that their livelihoods were threatened by climate change, noting that if climate 

change continues to increase the number of days of extreme heat, longer droughts and fiercer 

storms then it will become more and more challenging to work or even be outside in nature. 

The grief people can feel at the loss of nature was previously discussed. Climate change may 
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also reduce the restorative power of the natural world as biodiversity in people’s local habitat 

is reduced.  

The organisations are likely to be impacted on by climate change in different ways. 

Rising ocean levels are likely to impact more on Running Wild’s community, because they 

live on small islands off the mainland coast. The main form of transport the ferries, do not 

run in poor weather. During the data collection period storms stranded residents including 

high school students on the mainland. Mosquito born disease may also become a problem 

(McMichael, 2015). One respondent stated that species of mosquito that can spread malaria 

and dengue had been found living only a few kilometres North. Increasing dry periods and 

more intense storms are an aspect of climate change that is likely to reduce the amount of 

food that can be grown for Food Connect. The direct impact on Substation 33 is less clear as 

some of their income is generated from making and maintaining flood warning systems but 

storms would make curb-side collection more hazardous. However, many of their participants 

have very low incomes and would find it difficult to budget for increased food costs or 

effective cooling at home. They are more likely to live in cheap rented housing that lacks 

design features to moderate inside temperatures like insulation or correct solar orientation.  

In common with other environmental problems, climate change is a symptom of a 

system that has over-consumed fossil fuels and is avoiding implementing the actions needed 

to reduce the risk (Martin, 2019; Powers & Rinkel, 2019; Rinkel & Powers, 2019a; Steffen et 

al., 2015). As discussed in Chapter 2, the existence of anthropogenic climate change is still 

questioned (Ricart et al., 2019). Few local government organisations have undertaken any 

evaluation of their exposure to climate change risks as providing resources to contemporary 

issues was prioritised over future concerns (Tonmoy et al., 2018). Guidelines produced by 

state governments are inadequate to assess the risks posed by climate change and few 
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residents understand how it may impact them (Tonmoy et al., 2018). Participants at Food 

Connect observed that many people’s lives are distant from the means of production and they 

do not understand the realities that impact on workers of the system. 

The response to climate change risk differed among the organisations in the study but 

all organisations undertook activities that reduce people’s carbon footprint and thus are 

contributing to a reduction in climate change. For example, producing food locally using 

sustainable methods reduces the carbon-footprint of food and builds a resilient environment, 

while re-use and recycling reduce the demand for new resources and the strain on natural 

systems to process waste. The data showed that concerns about climate change appeared most 

often at Food Connect. The close connection to food producers meant topics like rainfall 

patterns, frosts and extreme weather events are commonly discussed within the organisation. 

Weekly newsletters included in customer orders will often mention the impact of the weather 

and note if the intensity or timing of the weather is unexpected. Participants at Substation 33 

and Running Wild that spent a lot of time outdoors were also likely to talk about climate 

change, making comments that the heat seemed more extreme and longer lasting than would 

be expected. Being active outdoors or interacting regularly with people like food producers 

appears to increase people’s awareness and concern about the climate. If aspects of climate 

change are a common topic in the workplace, people are continually reminded of the impact 

of climate on their lives and are likely to have an interest in climate change science and the 

political responses to climate change.  

The profession of social work is developing its response to climate change. The IFSW 

has produced policy that explains the role of social workers in shaping international 

structures to reduce climate change and provides guidance for social workers travelling to 

reduce their environmental footprint (IFSW, 2012, 2020). National bodies are providing 
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educational opportunities and literature is being produced to guide social workers response to 

climate change (Craik, 2019; Lysack, 2015a; Martin, 2019; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). As 

well as advocating environmental justice and better policy (Alston, 2013; Dominelli, 2011) 

practitioners working with individuals and groups may seek to implement activities as 

discussed above to raise awareness of the environment and motivate people to be proactive in 

enhancing environmental wellbeing.  

Structural Barrier: Cultural Taboos, Prejudice and Antipathy  Previously this 

chapter discussed the impact on individuals of others who have negative views about 

environmentalism. When examined, the literature revealed that there are also structural 

influences that contribute to negative sentiments about environmental wellbeing. These 

external factors enable environmentally damaging behaviours to be replicated and enforced 

between individuals and over time.  

Ideas that the natural world is intrinsically valuable and deserves care from humans 

are incongruent with the dominant western cultural context. Historically, European thought 

was influenced by Greek rational philosophers including Plato that viewed the natural world 

as an inferior and corrupt version of a better world that exists somewhere else (Attfield, 1991; 

Plumwood, 1990). Value of the environment was also shaped by the philosophies of 

Aristotle, Aquinas, Kant and Descartes. They promoted a hierarchy of value and moral 

obligation that positioned the natural environment below man with the value of non-humans 

determined by its utility in realising human ends (Attfield, 1991; Duncan, 2006; Plumwood, 

1990; Wiertel, 2017). This approach supported the idea that the existence of plants, animals 

and minerals was perceived as more proper if they were being used by humans (Attfield, 

1991; Ballet & Bazin, 2017). These views were exported by European colonialists, who also 

utilised a narrative that the natural world was dangerous and it was virtuous to conquer nature 
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and shape it to meet human ends (Bell et al., 2019; Gillespie, 2018). The dominance of a 

culture that is anthropocentric and places little value on the environment is a legacy of 

colonialism that systematically and violently suppressed the views of others and was 

successful in distorting and discrediting other value systems (Gillespie, 2018; Kwaymullina, 

2005; Plumwood, 1990). European colonisation of Australia has imposed cultural values 

based on assumptions that environmental wellbeing is far less important than anthropocentric 

concerns.  

The goal to control nature has also remained dominant in the present despite resulting 

in degradation of the wellbeing of humans and the environment (Hoff & Polack, 1993; 

Passmore & Howell, 2014; Powers & Peeters, 2019; Rinkel & Powers, 2019a; Sumihira, 

2019). Historically, colonialism labelled the natural world as dangerous and taming it was 

both necessary and good (Gillespie, 2018; Hanrahan, 2011). Modern versions of the danger 

of nature and need to control it include beliefs that natural spaces are not worth preserving 

because of invasion by exotics, weeds and littering and that natural spaces are dangerous 

because they provide cover for criminal activities (Brownlow, 2006). More subtle 

suppression of the environment includes the tendency to judge anthropocentric values as 

rational and alternative worldviews as irrational, arising from emotion and therefore being 

less valid (Boetto, 2019; Brereton, 2018; Coates, 2003).  

These cultural perspectives socialise people to discount concern for the natural 

environment as well as their own needs and intuitions about the non-human world. For 

example, rather than interpreting the distress of abattoir workers as a systemic problem, these 

workers are expected to accustom themselves to accept without complaint the activities they 

find unpleasant (Brereton, 2018). In the past environmental campaigns have centred on the 

negative impacts to humans such as keeping Genetically Modified Organisms (GMO) out of 
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the human food system or reducing pollution to protect human health (Brereton, 2018; 

Dewey, 1998; Kroll, 2001). Saving the natural world to safeguard humans enforces the 

anthropocentric idea that the environment is valued only in term of its utility to humans rather 

than accepting that plants, animals and natural spaces have an innate right to exist. 

Individuals that challenge anthropocentrism are less likely to be employed (Plumwood, 1990) 

and publicly sharing concerns about abuse to non-humans is framed as dangerous activity 

that should be legislated against (Potter, 2017). These are some of the structural factors that 

work against improving environmental wellbeing. 

Not all participants in the hybrid organisations ascribed to a worldview that places the 

environment in a more central role. There were, however, some at each organisation who did 

describe their relationship to the Earth as like a mother or other supernatural entity to which 

humans are subservient. There were also people concerned about the wellbeing of non-

humans at all the organisations. Most participants indicated that they felt a sense of 

responsibility to care for the natural world. Some indicated that the organisation’s 

commitment to environmental and social wellbeing was part of their attraction to the 

organisations, observing that they felt less comfortable in organisations based on the 

dominant anthropocentric cultural view. It appears that the organisations in this study were 

successful in being culturally safe spaces for people from a variety of backgrounds and create 

the opportunity to learn insights from other participants who have different views about the 

value of the environment and human’s obligations towards it. 

Both Substation 33 and Running Wild are involved in regeneration of natural areas, 

clearing both weeds and rubbish. In particular, Running Wild participants appeared to 

develop a sense of responsibility and cared about the areas they had worked to restore. 

Activities that facilitate contact with nature, increase knowledge of the plants, animals and 
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geography, and emphasise the role of humans in caring for it could challenge constructs that 

nature is dangerous or not valuable. Restoring a positive image of natural spaces can also be 

beneficial to people who may then be more likely to spend time in and benefit from the 

natural environment.  

Conversely, in Australia’s dominant culture many people spend increasing time 

indoors, on computers, the Internet or electronic entertainment devices. The ubiquity of 

technology increases the risk of burn out and compassion fatigue as many people may do not 

take time to relax undertaking work tasks in personal time and are continually exposed to 

news and social media (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Powers & Engstrom, 2019). A life that is 

dominated by technology can become distant from the natural world as it occurs largely 

indoors, causes a loss of motivation to act to protect the world and an increase in existential 

anxiety as continuing degradation of the ecosystem is reported (Passmore & Howell, 2014). 

Participants from Substation 33 and Running Wild indicated that their involvement in these 

organisations had increased the time they spent away from their computers. Running Wild’s 

activities in particular, were acknowledged by participants as increasing their interaction with 

the natural world and increasing the time they spent in nature. Involving participants in 

outside activities also appeared to make people more aware of environmental issues such as 

climate change and litter. 

Due to the dominance of the anthropocentric culture, the needs of the environment are 

often overlooked and forgotten. Social workers have precedent in working to raise awareness 

of problems that others may not acknowledge (Lewis, 2018; Saunders & McArthur, 2020; 

Turney, 2012). Social workers have worked to change cultures that ignore important things 

before, reframing ideas to draw attention to unacknowledged perspectives. An example 

comes from the field of child welfare which provides advice about how to ensure the 
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protection of entities that have little to no self-agency but are vulnerable to the choices made 

by people who do not acknowledge there is a problem (Saunders & McArthur, 2020). When 

working with child guardians that do not acknowledge their methods cause problems, the 

social work literature advises that psychological change can occur when the social worker is 

thoughtful and emotionally receptive and the client feels genuinely understood and valued 

(Turney, 2012). A person who is respected and held in esteem becomes more confident and is 

likely to display reciprocity (Turney, 2012). It is notable that much of the advice about how 

to communicate environmental concepts effectively, given by participants in this study 

amounts to respecting people, developing relationships and listening. 

Denial of environmental problems has been positively associated with low socio-

economic status, old age and support for conservative right wing political parties (Dunlap, 

2013; Ricart et al., 2019). Therefore, many people that deny environmental problems like 

climate change are vulnerable and may come into to contact with social workers due to 

poverty or age and most people having to make any type of lifestyle change can require 

support services to help them (Lewis, 2018). As a profession that values self-determination 

and a code of ethics which urges social workers to respect clients and the client’s beliefs and 

world views (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2010; Godden, 2017; O’Leary & 

Tsui, 2019) workers may find it challenging to question the right of people to hold beliefs 

about the environment based on misinformation and environmental discrimination. 

Techniques such as asking clients about pets or access to natural areas during assessments 

may be a way to introduce environmental concepts. As reflexive practitioners, social workers 

could use their discretion to judge when and how to introduce ideas about environmental 

wellbeing.  
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Societal Influences on the Advancement of Environmental Wellbeing 

Despite the dominance of the individualist philosophy (which will be discussed in the 

political activism section), research shows that people have a strong drive to belong and will 

conform to dominant social norms, rather than acting rationally such as accepting the 

scientific consensus on climate change (Kjeldahl & Hendricks, 2018). This tendency to 

suppress rational reason to maintain consensus is labelled as ‘groupthink’ (Kjeldahl & 

Hendricks, 2018). Surveys have shown the majority of people from many countries are 

concerned about the environment but they believe that most other people do not care about 

the environment (Kjeldahl & Hendricks, 2018; Ricart et al., 2019). To maintain social 

inclusion many people will participate in activities that they would agree are detrimental if 

they were to think about it (Pihkala, 2018). This indicates that the hybrid organisation’s role 

in changing social assumptions could have a powerful impact of people’s involvement in 

environmentally beneficial activities. 

Negative social assumptions may arise from environmental behaviours being 

perceived as deviant. Some observations of respondents like Dale (RW) being told that 

picking up rubbish entices children to misbehave, that Substation 33 was too dirty for females 

and Jay (FC) stating that people frown upon sustainable farming because it does not involve 

sitting on a tractor measuring out chemicals, appear to indicate that observers thought the 

problem is divergence from what is considered normal, acceptable behaviour rather than that 

care for the environment is intrinsically bad. Previously, it was discussed that activities like 

recycling are perceived as environmentally beneficial by middle class people but have been 

detrimental to poorer people because these unattractive industries are located in their 

neighbourhoods (Barca & Leonardi, 2018). While respondents at Substation 33 stated that 

they believed other people saw Substation 33 as dirty and unattractive, it would seem more 
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likely that this negative judgement is a perspective shaped by a privileged vantage point that 

does not value reality. While Substation 33 is a recycling organisation located in a lower SES 

neighbourhood, the data from this study would indicate that their business model has 

beneficial outcomes for the community and is viewed positively by participants and visitors. 

Substation 33, like Running Wild, helps those most disadvantaged, including migrants and 

unwaged people who are recognised as most likely to experience injustice (Barca & 

Leonardi, 2018). 

The non-human world and those who seek to help it are a diverse group that is 

socially excluded. Social workers have been involved in helping enhance the wellbeing for 

other groups that were systemically oppressed by advocating for structural change and have 

knowledge of theoretical frameworks to understand alternative ways of being and counter 

resistance to change (Bell et al., 2019; Godden, 2017). Social work is likened to a bridge 

overcoming discrimination and stigma between people who are different (O’Leary & Tsui, 

2019). Social workers can be leaders in society’s attempts to understand difference and 

diversity and work with people from diverse backgrounds and beliefs to challenge dominant 

concepts (Besch & Lee, 2018; Coates et al., 2006). As well as collaborating with individuals 

to overcome prejudice and discrimination, social workers have also worked with people to 

increase wellbeing of the human and non-human world (Hanrahan, 2011; Walker et al., 

2015). The Signs of Safety tool developed by child protection workers in Western Australia 

was successfully adapted and implemented by social workers to enable local communities to 

assess the impact of mining and maintain awareness of the state of their natural environment 

(Mathende et al., 2019). The work of changing negative social assumptions includes being a 

supporter and an advocate (Besch & Lee, 2018) to ensure social change so the needs and 

perspectives of the most disadvantaged are acted upon. 



294 

 

Promoting Political Activism  

Among the organisations in this study, Food Connect was the most active in 

facilitating political actions including organising and hosting public forums about 

environmental law and policy irregularities around the regulation of glyphosate. They 

encouraged their members to participate in climate change protests and wrote blogs about 

food safety policy and the monopolistic aspects of the food system. The senior participants at 

Substation 33 and Running Wild were also politically aware. The founder of Running Wild 

was particularly active trying to increase access to government funding and public services 

for the residents of her island community. However, political action was not raised by 

participants at Running Wild and Substation 33, and those organisations did not actively 

encourage participants to become politically active as Food Connect did. Though everyone is 

impacted on by society’s structures only some responses from the volunteers and students in 

the former two organisations demonstrated an awareness of the political and other structural 

influences. Although not necessarily identifying the underlying systemic determinants, 

participants were aware of problems that are caused by structures including support for large 

centralised businesses above small locally controlled businesses, the loss of natural space and 

wildlife to accommodate continual growth, impotence of environmental protection legislation 

and rental policies that discourage composting or gardening. Respondents also wanted more 

paid work opportunities in the environmental field but were not confident that these would be 

available.  

This thesis argues that hybrid organisations that persist in using a business model that 

includes environmental wellbeing is a political activity. People in management level positions 

at all the participating organisations were aware that current policy and political rhetoric was 

detrimental to participants, the organisation and the environment. They persist in 



295 

 

implementing environmental wellbeing activities that place them at a disadvantage in a 

financially competitive market because of their commitment to the wellbeing of the 

ecosystem and society. These organisations provided many examples of successful 

environmental interventions and such stories can be used to gain political advantage (Robbins 

& Moore, 2013). The survival of these hybrid organisations undermines political rhetoric that 

environmental sustainability hinders business and leads to jobs loss and economic collapse 

(Inglehart & Norris, 2016). Members of the Queensland Parliament visited Substation 33 and 

Running Wild during the data collection period and all three organisations had positive media 

stories about their achievements and have won awards for their work. The active promotion 

of hybrid organisations and their activities creates a public and political presence for 

alternative business models. 

The role of government to act on behalf of the people has been undermined by the 

centrality of a neo-liberal market ideology, which has shaped government to favour intrusive 

economic policy when designing public services (Gray et al., 2015; Wallace & Pease, 2011). 

Social structures that are equipped to provide guidance on what is best for societies and the 

future, like universities and trained professionals, have been undermined as multiple public 

funding cuts necessitate an alignment with corporate neo-liberalism and public regard of 

scientists and academics is reduced by a populist image that they are irrelevant elites (Carroll 

et al., 2018; Gray et al., 2015; Ricart et al., 2019; Wallace & Pease, 2011). Governments 

continue to promote a worldview that individualism and unregulated market competition will 

provide a fair world order but this view does not tend to be concerned about the environment 

(Cossman, 2013; Gray et al., 2015; Zupan, 2011). The natural resources of the planet are 

being exploited beyond their level of renewal (Global Footprint Network, 2017a). Although 

global inequality and environmental injustice has been exacerbated while there have been 
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decades of economic growth, such growth is still promoted as the solution to global problems 

even in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Powers et al., 2019; United Nations, 

2017). High carbon emitting industries dominate national economies due to their success in 

reducing government regulation, winning concessions like tax breaks and opposing the power 

of collectives like unions (Carroll et al., 2018). Businesses might be pushed into 

acknowledging that their activity has some environmentally detrimental aspects, despite this 

they strongly advocate that overall the outcome is better for everyone (Gray & Bebbington, 

2000; Maitland, 1997; Zupan, 2011). Due to the strength of conventional business 

organisations’ political influence, members of the public may lack confidence in their ability 

to realise environmental change (Carroll et al., 2018). Hybrid organisations’ commitment to 

environmental and social wellbeing appears to align more closely with activities that would 

benefit the public and if widely adopted may contribute to governments refocusing on their 

mission to serve the people. 

Concern about environmental problems has become a controversial, politicised and a 

polarising issue and supporting the environment is seen as a defining characteristic of left 

wing politics (Brereton, 2018; Ricart et al., 2019). A popular discourse presents people, 

particularly those who are already economically and socially disadvantaged, a choice of 

economic opportunity and environmental degradation or a healthy environment and 

continued poverty (Barca & Leonardi, 2018; Powers et al., 2019; Rogge, 1993). The review 

of literature has highlighted that there is resentment towards parties that advocate for 

environmental protection among those experiencing income insecurity and the lower side of 

the growing wealth gap, particularly less educated older white men who resent erosion of 

their past status (Inglehart & Norris, 2016). It has been suggested that unacknowledged 

solastalgia (see glossary, p.16) contributes to support for authoritarian leaders that promise a 
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return to a past that people experiencing environmental antipathy and apathy can assume will 

include a return to the past where the state of the environment was not known to be 

problematic (Pihkala, 2018; Prasannarajan, 2019). In Australia, a conservative government 

that has denied anthropogenic climate change and generally has a poor environmental record 

was re-elected in the 2019 election (Bradshaw et al., 2019). Some people may find their 

concerns about environment ameliorated when they visit a hybrid organisation and see how 

such workplaces can respond to the needs of the environment and perhaps will be less 

inclined to support parties with policies that are detrimental to environmental wellbeing. 

Conventional business interests tend to promote a market solution to environmental 

problems where demand for environmentally damaging products is reduced in favour of 

slightly more environmentally beneficial alternatives for consumers to buy (Cossman, 2013). 

The moral responsibility is thus devolved to the individual who exercises a power likened to 

democracy, by voting in the marketplace through purchase choices (Cossman, 2013; 

Maitland, 1997; Zupan, 2011). The reliance on individuals shaping the world through their 

purchase choices has not worked to ensure environmental wellbeing. Instead, it creates 

situations reminiscent of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ – if everyone changed to live more 

sustainably environmental problems such as anthropogenic climate change could be nullified, 

but change requires costs to be accrued by the individuals (or jurisdictions) that change while 

the benefits of change are enjoyed by everyone, therefore an individual that resists change 

could avoid cost but still enjoy benefits if everyone else changes (Hardin, 2001; Kjeldahl & 

Hendricks, 2018). Relying on the market also undermines trust in governments, fuels 

consumer anxiety and enhances profit-making as consumers rush to buy the next new thing 

(Cossman, 2013). It perpetuates problems as it does not address underlying determinants of 

the environmental crisis such as over-exploitation of resources, pollution, individualism, 
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consumerism and it discriminates against people with low incomes who are less able to 

participate in green consumerism, while freeing the wealthy to pursue whims (Brereton, 

2018; Cossman, 2013; Powers et al., 2019).  

The respondents in this study provided other examples of how such assumptions 

about the importance of individualism has been detrimental to the environment. They made 

comments about respecting the individual to make their own decisions, even when the 

behaviours are negative for environmental wellbeing. Respondents indicated that they 

supressed their actions to care for the environment because the right for individual choice was 

considered more important. Even when environmentally damaging behaviours were 

understood to result from ignorance, habit or intellectual discomfort, the respondents 

indicated that they needed to respect the right of individuals to make those environmentally 

damaging choices. The political rhetoric of individualism is working with anthropocentric 

cultural norms to further embed environmentally damaging ideas and actions. 

Aside from giving the wealthy more power than the poor and discriminating against 

the environment, the neo-liberal system is flawed because making informed purchase choices 

requires broad expertise in many fields and developing this understanding is complicated by 

biased entrepreneurial campaigns to increase market share (Cossman, 2013). It is 

discriminatory to create anxiety among everyone but have a solution only for the 

economically advantaged and even more so because this solution fails to address the actual 

causes of the environmental crisis. Hybrid businesses recognise that caring for the wellbeing 

of the environment and community as a moral imperative for business reducing pressure on 

the consumer to enforce ethical business behaviour. 
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The hybrid organisations could also facilitate political change because they are a 

venue for people with environmental concerns to find each other and develop alternative 

discourses (Cossman, 2013). When people come together to challenge authorities’ decisions 

on environmental issues, it assert the rights of ordinary people to shape their lives and the 

oppressed can assert power, therefore strengthening democracy (Passmore & Howell, 2014). 

Individuals involved in politically active workplaces can become more aware of their powers 

as enfranchised citizens and act to support political change to benefit environmental 

wellbeing. When people feel supported they are more confident to lobby politicians and 

actively seek to advance beneficial change (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Food Connect 

provides an example of this type of workplace.  

On the other hand, the response to the environmental crisis needs to be multi-partisan 

and multi-national (Hoff & Polack, 1993). The lack of overt political action at Substation 33 

and Running Wild might help to overcome partisan divisions by bringing people together 

who have different political views. Some people may have a strong investment in the 

dominant paradigm that works against the environment but may come to support protecting 

the environment if it is highlighted how people are going to be effected (Barca & Leonardi, 

2018; Millington & Wilson, 2017). Participants with sceptical attitudes about the 

anthropogenic climate crisis could find the activities of these hybrid organisations worthwhile 

because of the social benefits. The organisations bring people from across the political 

spectrum in practical activities that have both positive environmental and social outcomes 

such as upcycling parts to create solar energy for rural communities and aluminium can 

recycling to raise funds to help community members. Social workers should become aware of 

both approaches and apply the method that suits their current situational circumstances.  
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Social workers are urged to examine their actions to be aware of the ways they may 

contribute to the perpetuations of systems that oppress and disenfranchise people or the 

environment (Bay, 2019; Powers et al., 2019). Social workers should also learn about and 

work to implement interventions that will shrink the ecological footprint while increasing 

social and environmental wellbeing (Powers et al., 2019). Concerns have been raised in the 

literature that social workers have been surrounded so completely by views that explain and 

apply the neo-liberal free market interpretations of reality that they are unable to recognise 

their professional duty outside of this system or critique the system (Matthies et al., 2020; 

McKinnon, 2013; Wallace & Pease, 2011). This is despite a growing number of social work 

publications providing multiple reasons for social workers to challenge the current form of 

individualism and the dominant neo-liberal market system (Gray et al., 2015; Powers & 

Peeters, 2019; Wallace & Pease, 2011). Hybrid businesses are an alternative paradigm to neo-

liberalism and would provide a context that supports social workers to realise social and 

ecological justice.  

Social workers have much to contribute to the hybrid business organisation. The 

training of social workers provides them with the skills to question the system’s status quo 

and collaborate with community members to develop fairer and more sustainable 

organisations (Izlar, 2019b; Martin, 2019; Shepard, 2013). Social workers also have training 

that enables them to identify environmental risks and problems with legislation (Rogge, 

1993). Social work research provides insights into overt and covert forms of activism that 

may be used to challenge forms of systemic discrimination (Gray et al., 2015; Greenslade et 

al., 2015; Wallace & Pease, 2011). Social workers have developed methods to challenge the 

system including rule-bending, non-compliance, stretching boundaries, compromising the 

truth, being creative and even breaking the law (Greenslade et al., 2015). Overt activism 
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includes public advocacy and protesting and influencing policy (Greenslade et al., 2015). 

Powers and Engstrom (2019) note that taking action to address justice and environmental 

issues can be a form of self-care. Becoming active in activities like teaching or running for 

parliament that enhance the greater good can reduce feelings of anxiety and stress (Powers & 

Engstrom, 2019). Social workers can become important allies for environmentalists in hybrid 

organisations wanting structural change.  

Addressing Bias and Misinformation 

The participating organisations contribute to raising awareness about misinformation 

and bias that is perpetuated by large multinational organisations that prioritise growth in 

profits above wellbeing for the environment and humans. Running Wild and Food Connect 

equip members of the public with knowledge about food production. Small scale local 

agriculture, which challenges the monopoly of industrial agriculture is considered a fairer 

way to address climate change, ensure worker’s rights and increase financial and gender 

equality (Brereton, 2018). Knowledge about food production is required to have an informed 

public discussion about the dilemma of establishing sustainable food production for a 

growing population and increased consumption of individuals (Brereton, 2018). The power of 

large multinational for profit corporations is challenged by promotion of localised, small 

scale agriculture (Brereton, 2018). By building links between consumers and farmers, the 

dishonesty of the large food businesses claiming to support farmers is revealed and may make 

it more likely for people to examine claims made by large corporations about their product’s 

freshness, local environmental sustainability.  

Members of the public need to be able to critically examine news related to the 

environment. Large corporations create misinformation in numerous ways such as hiding the 
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impact inherent in production, use expensive campaigns to discredit environmental research, 

activists, and scientists that critique their industries and fund false experts and research to 

confuse the public and shape state policies to maximise their own profits (Brereton, 2018; 

Carroll et al., 2018; Dunlap, 2013; Prasannarajan, 2019; Ricart et al., 2019). Corporations 

work to supress information about serious environmental outcomes including deforestation, 

over-exploitation of water, pollution, species loss, soil erosion, ocean dead zones, antibiotic 

resistance and risks of zoonotic disease (Anomaly, 2015; Brereton, 2018; WHO, 2004). 

Corporations exploit customers’ emotions by aligning their public image with nostalgic 

images and claiming their critics are in fact attacking the honest, hardworking patriots like 

family farmers (Brereton, 2018). A particularly grievous example of the use of 

misinformation is the international climate change denial campaign funded by the fossil fuel 

industry and others with vested interests in preventing systemic change to benefit the 

environment (Carroll et al., 2018; Dunlap, 2013; Millington & Wilson, 2017). This campaign 

appears successful with surveys reporting a broad perception that the science is not 

conclusive about issues like climate change (Ricart et al., 2019). By building participant’s 

connection to and understanding of the natural world, the hybrid organisations exposed 

people to factors that cause them to question misinformation such as the denial of climate 

change.  

The extent of bias and misinformation creates challenges for social workers. The 

principle of respecting the right of every individual seems naively optimistic given the power 

of corporations to manipulate people through greenwashing and biased information. A person 

who is ill informed or manipulated by misinformation is not necessarily acting in line with 

their own best interests of the wellbeing of people and the environment. 
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The focus of hybrid business on wellbeing of the environment and society will place 

people in a context where it is easy to make ecologically and socially just decisions. Hybrid 

businesses’ commitment to environmental education could build a greater comprehension 

among participants of what information is biased and manipulated. A greater percentage of 

Food Connect participants demonstrated an awareness of systemic barriers to environmental 

wellbeing than the proportion at the other organisations. These participants displayed the 

ability to critique legislation like fair work laws and food safety regulations. Having this skill 

may be due to the organisational design leading to participants with this knowledge self-

selecting to be involved. Another factor may be that many more Food Connect participants 

had a tertiary education. Respondents at the other organisations with higher levels of 

education such as TS and Simon at Substation 33 and Nick and Chook at Running Wild also 

showed an understanding of systemic determinants and had the ability to critically analyse 

information. Although only one of the respondents in this study was known to have a tertiary 

degree in an environmentally related field, those with a tertiary education still applied critical 

skills to environmental issues. It was previously noted in Chapter 4 that these participants 

were recognised by other organisational members as inspiring and educating people. It seems 

likely that others will be able to improve their ability to identify bias and misinformation by 

learning from those with a tertiary education. 

The organisations in this study were also active in influencing the community 

participating in outreach activities. All three had stalls at community festivals where 

participants interacted with the general community, normalising a perspective that cares for 

the environment. In addition, participants at Substation 33 visited schools to spread news 

about upcycling and were designing a 3D printer kit that could be assembled by school 

students giving children skills and experience in repurposing e-waste. Running Wild has 



304 

 

holiday events and a school intervention program. These events provide people with an 

opportunity to learn about what each organisation does and its values. Individuals can feel 

more justified and confident act in ways that challenge business misinformation when they 

know they have allies to support them.  

Social work degrees equip practitioners with the skills used by the participants in 

hybrid organisations to counter misinformation and bias. Social work students acquire the 

ability to comprehend complex information and critically assess it (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 

2017; Rogge, 1993). Methods to identify misinformation include identifying the author, 

editor or publication’s affiliation, determining if the author has a qualification in a discipline 

associated with environmental science, if their work is being quoted in the correct context 

and research it relies on has not been discredited (Carroll et al., 2018; Dunlap, 2013). 

Previously the media has been complicit in ensuring outliers on environmental issues have a 

platform that provides them with a disproportionate impact in society (Dunlap, 2013). Social 

workers could equip people with the skills to judge the validity of information about the 

environment. This relates to environmental justice as people who are already discriminated 

are likely to face a greater impact from environmental damage (Dominelli, 2012a; 

Hetherington & Boddy, 2013) so have a substantial interest in maintaining environmental 

wellbeing. The skill of critically examining information can empower people to make better 

decisions about medical and legal situations as well as environmental factors.   

Assessing the Accuracy of Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theory would appear to go some way to explain the findings that 

people did learn from interaction with other people. Bandura and Vygotski are influential in 

shaping social learning theory (McLeod, 2013; Sundel & Sundel, 2005). Vygotski proposed 
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that individuals learn through social interaction particularly when behaviour is modelled by 

another perceived as more knowledgeable than the learner (McLeod, 2013). The influence of 

people with greater environmental knowledge was observed in this research. Bandura 

suggests behaviour modelled by socially prestigious individuals or individuals with power 

will influence another’s ideas and behaviours (Sundel & Sundel, 2005). The respect and 

influence of the organisational founders demonstrated this aspect of social learning.  

Social learning theory focuses on relationships between entities and suggests 

explanations for how people are shaped by the society in which they live, and how people can 

learn new ideas and behaviour from the cultural norms in their social context (Haluza-DeLay, 

2008; Hughes et al., 1995). Reviewing the findings presented up to this point does indicate 

support of social learning theory as a useful explanation for a significant number of the 

findings, such as the emphasis on forms of communication that build relationships, the 

influence of social norms and the role of individuals with greater environmental knowledge. 

The influence of long-term participants, particularly the founders of the organisations and 

employees in more senior positions, was noted by participants as informative and 

motivational towards adopting environmentally beneficial behaviours. These people were 

generally perceived as holding greater knowledge and authority within the organisation. This 

finding would appear to support the aspect of social learning theory that indicates social 

status influences other people’s learning. Participants also appeared to learn and enact 

environmentally beneficial activities by interacting with peers, which is also consistent with 

social learning theory.   

As previously noted, other people’s views and actions did influence individuals in this 

study. It is clear that entities outside the organisations also impacted participant behaviour. 

Social pressures from the wider society were sometimes at odds with enhancing 
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environmental wellbeing. Some participants stated that they did not act on their values and 

beliefs about the environment due to fear of the response from other people in the 

community, even if they did not identify having a close relationship with that person. As 

previously discussed, individuals may change their behaviours to conform to ideas that others 

hold about them aligned with labelling theory (Abrah, 2019; Bernburg et al., 2006; Link et 

al., 1989; Link et al., 2017). In addition, more generalised societal factors like cultural, social 

and political beliefs that were damaging to the environment also appeared to be influential in 

shaping environmental beliefs and behaviours of the participants. It appears that even tenuous 

social interactions with others that are only peripherally involved with the participants can be 

enough to restrict environmentally beneficial behaviours. The application of social learning 

theory indicates that people will experience both environmentally negative and 

environmentally positive social pressures.  

If the lens is restricted only to those behaviours that benefit the environment, the 

proposition that hybrid organisations improve environmental outcomes appears to be 

supported because environmentally beneficial activity was enhanced when individuals were 

in the environmentally supportive social contexts of the organisations in this study. 

Participants reported that belonging to a group of people that valued the environment both 

enabled and motivated them to participate in environmentally beneficial activities that they 

had not previously, such as picking up rubbish. The involvement was also reported to 

increase participant’s awareness of environmental issues and belief that environmentally 

beneficial behaviours were valid and worthwhile. People in leadership roles can also increase 

motivation by showing confidence that a person can achieve their goal and by being a role 

model people can relate to (Locke & Latham, 2002). The leaders in the organisations did 

appear to be accessible role models that demonstrated belief that participants would be 



307 

 

successful. This again emphasises the importance of the social relationship in increasing 

environmentally beneficial behaviours, but also implies positive regard and a solutions based 

approach (Hogg & Wheeler, 2004; Öster, 2015) as often associated with humanist theories.  

Other ways of encouraging increased environmentally beneficial outcomes that did 

not include social interaction, like written policy, setting and measuring organisational goals 

did not appear as influential in changing behaviours. Meeting the goals associated with 

written policy was not identified as a motivation by participants, even in the one organisation, 

Substation 33 where posters about the policy goals were publicly displayed. Participants did 

identify as having goals including helping other people to gain knowledge and developing 

skills such as growing food but the goals of participants appear to originate from individuals 

or organisational participants with more seniority rather than policy documents. Locke and 

Latham (2002) observed that people are more motivated by goals they themselves identify, 

set and believe are important.  

Money is also another method used to modify behaviour (Locke & Latham, 2002). 

Monetary remuneration is still important, within Australia money is a major tool used to meet 

people’s needs including physiological needs like food and shelter (Koltko-Rivera, 2006). 

Gaining money to meet physiological needs caused some participants to attend Substation 33 

to fulfil government activity obligations and receive welfare payments (Australian 

Government, 2018). Similar motivations do seem likely to have influenced the trainees’ 

decision to enrol in the training programs at Running Wild and Substation 33. Aside from 

ensuring attendance, money was not identified by participants as a key motivation for 

undertaking environmental activities. Many participants, particularly volunteers and 

employees who had enough money to secure physiological needs (Koltko-Rivera, 2006) 

indicated that they were not involved in the organisations because of money and they could 
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have improved their financial situation if they worked elsewhere. This shows that participants 

are not only motivated by money. Realising social belonging and connection in line with 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory (Koltko-Rivera, 2006) seems like it may be a probable 

motivation. 

The application of social learning theory would suggest that relationships with other 

people who value the environment is an important mechanism in achieving behaviours that 

enhance environmental wellbeing. As discussed previously individuals are influenced by 

other people in leadership roles or who have greater knowledge. An individual’s 

understanding of what other members of their community consider normal or admirable also 

impacts on their participation in environmental behaviours.  

A prominent motivation identified by this research that does not fit with most 

interpretations of social learning theory was feeling a connection to the natural world. Many 

of the participants cared for and felt responsible towards non-human animals and natural 

spaces and this also motivated them to participate in environmentally beneficial activities. 

This value cannot be explained as merely social conformity because participants reported 

undertaking activities to care for the environment when it caused disruption to social 

relationships. Respondents were willing to evoke displeasure from house mates by sorting 

recycling at home or invite public ridicule by collecting plant seeds in view of the public 

when no-one with pro-environmental values was present or likely to find out about the 

activity. It could be that participants were motivated by internal or spiritual origin however, 

social relationships could still be influential because involvement in the organisations 

justified the validity of acting on this value, reinforcing the inclination to act on feelings of 

care for the environment.  
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Another possible explanation is that nature has agency. Literature about moving away 

from anthropocentrism notes that the boundary between the human and the non-human world 

is not clearly delineated (Capper, 2015; Coulter, 2016). Capper (2015) recounts a view that 

trees are the other half of a person’s lungs because they process the carbon dioxide that a 

person exhales and produces the oxygen that a person requires to live. In this view trees are 

as an essential part of a person’s life as their lungs. Once we have a relationship with entities, 

we can empathise with them and value their flourishing, therefore through developing care 

for the natural world, the non-human is removed from the category of a mere object to an 

entity that can teach humans. Establishing this value is powerful as is counters the damaging 

and unsustainable view promoted by neo-liberalism that the ecosystem is divisible into 

fungible parts that can be moved, owned, destroyed and replaced (Lorimer, 2012). If an 

ecocentric perspective was used to frame the world, non-human entities could be recognised 

as a participant in a person’s social world and it may be that entities in the natural world can 

exert power to evoke behaviour change in the same way that social learning theory posits 

humans do. However, there might be other possible causes, for example a natural experience 

can change a person’s bio-chemistry (Antonelli & Donelli, 2018; Park et al., 2009) it may be 

that people’s attachment to the environment can be better explained by theories about 

addiction or attachment theory. Unfortunately, information collected in this study does not 

supply enough specific information to clarify if the natural world acts stimulate human 

behaviours in the same way that other humans do. 

Although not a focus of this project, the findings also impact on ontological 

assumptions made in the methodology of this paper. This research has reported that the 

natural world has caused changes in behaviour in participants. Change was motivated by 

plants, animals and geographical features and therefore these non-human beings should be 
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considered as entities that shape mechanisms. This idea is not new to philosophy as 

philosophies from outside Europe assume that aspects of the natural world not only cause 

change in humans but have agency as well (Capper, 2015; Kwaymullina, 2005; Plumwood, 

1990). However, the literature consulted for this project did not mention animals, plants or 

geographical features as entities that can shape mechanisms. 

Assessment of the Hybrid Model and its Capacity to be Replicated 

These organisations were effective in improving wellbeing. Their inclusion of 

environmental and social wellbeing challenges ideas that a high emitting carbon economy is 

inevitable. In this way they advance ideas raised by Powers et al. (2019) about degrowth and 

demonstrate a more environmentally sustainable way to provide goods and services. The 

existence of Substation 66 indicates that it is possible to extend the hybrid business model, 

modifying it to fit the context of the local situation. 

Noteworthy elements of all three organisations include the integration of the 

environment in organisational policy, considering environmental wellbeing when making 

business decisions, a flat power structure and being active in developing community by 

building relationships with other businesses, government organisations, schools, NGOs and 

individuals. Rather than seeking to expand influence through vertical or horizontal expansion 

these businesses commit to building collaborations. Building collaborations creates a fairer 

sharing of power and wealth throughout the community. The diffusion of power is not a new 

idea, it has historical precedent in the establishment of guilds and commons, cooperatives and 

unions which arose throughout European history to moderate the impact of the private 

individualised market and diffuse power more widely (Powers et al., 2019). Formal and 

informal networks can increase the knowledge of best practice and builds a feeling of 
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solidarity throughout the community (Powers & Engstrom, 2019). Rather than relying on 

market scarcity, competition and profit maximisation to distribute resources, strong networks, 

relationships and a normalisation of sharing and cooperation can provide for everyone 

(Powers et al., 2019). It may seem difficult to understand this alternative motivation but 

household work like child rearing is an example of activity motivated by the desire to 

maximise good for others rather than maximising profit.  

As highlighted earlier in this chapter, the organisations help individuals to challenge 

structural determinants that cause environmental degradation because they provide guidance 

through creating cultures beneficial to environmental wellbeing. The organisations were 

recognised as being safe spaces for respondents with less anthropocentric backgrounds than 

the dominant culture in Australia. They provide spaces for people with environmental 

concerns to come together and learn from each other as well as being welcoming places for 

other people to socialise. For example, Izlar (2019b) suggests that social and environmental 

problems can be resolved by empowering people to provide mutual aid, education and to feel 

that colleagues are like kin. 

Including the environmental and the social together provided benefits that would be 

difficult to achieve if only one or the other were addressed in isolation. Advancing both social 

and environmental benefits and this appears to increase people’s enjoyment. These 

organisations provide other benefits like social inclusion, increased efficacy and self-esteem. 

Food Connect’s farm visits are an example of a social learning exchange that increases 

understanding and respect among consumers and begins the process of developing support 

for adaptation (Ricart et al., 2019). The food producers share how environmental factors 

impact their ability to grow food combining social and environmental benefits.  
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Participants reported an enhanced motivation and enjoyment of work because they 

felt they were contributing to a greater good. The benefits extended into the community. 

Social events increased popularity as people wanted to be involved and then became inspired 

by the example to emulate environmentally beneficial activities at home. Helping the 

environment was also an opportunity to help people. For example, collecting cans for 

recycling benefits the environment but also provided and income to support social programs. 

Bush regeneration has clear environmental benefits like creating habitat and strengthening the 

local ecosystem but social workers such as Norton et al. (2013) have written about 

environmental restoration programs enhancing individual protective factors preventing 

people becoming involved in future criminal behaviour. It is also accepted that the physical 

health of people is enhanced by having trees near their homes and walkable access to parks 

and greenspace (Wolch et al., 2011). Trees and greenspace increase the amenity of areas, 

increasing contact with wildlife, reducing pollution and noise and promoting physical activity 

(Roy et al., 2012; Wolch et al., 2011). It was estimated that the average savings accrued from 

an urban tree’s contribution to air quality, temperature regulation, storm water run off 

reduction and increased real estate values was over US$200 (Roy et al., 2012, p. 360). Care 

for natural spaces benefits people’s wellbeing and indicates the benefit of combining these 

motivations in an organisation. 

In all three organisations, the founders had a high level of involvement, modelling and 

motivating other participants ensuring the organisations to maintain an inclusive community 

orientated organisation. Having someone dedicated to preserving the organisational values as 

highlighted in this thesis is a way to avoid the organisations slipping into conflict, 

discriminatory practices and the corruption by external market and government pressures 

(Izlar, 2019b). When the organisational founders talked about their perspectives they appear 
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to have integrated the social and environmental, indicating they have a holistic ecological 

approach. The founders can be described as business entrepreneurs but as they use their 

organisations as vehicles to maximise wellbeing for people and the environment, they model 

ways to move away from the problems associated with neo-liberal, individualistic 

consumption culture. Within this business model, the dilemma of choosing between 

environmental wellbeing and personal wellbeing is eliminated. Across all three organisations 

participants noted that they liked coming to work and felt a strong sense of belonging.  

All three organisations strived to maintain a flat organisational structure where 

everyone’s ideas would be heard. The organisations cultivated trust by maintaining open 

communication. Changes are more likely to succeed if the structures and culture are 

conducive to accommodating the new ways (Batras et al., 2014). These organisations 

exemplify a model that provides a culture and structure amenable to introducing new ways to 

increase environmental wellbeing. The organisations were concerned about growing too large 

and becoming distant and less able to serve their local communities. Through their lens of 

environmental and social care, larger businesses were at a disadvantage because it caused 

distance between management and grass roots participants. There are also environmental 

benefits to avoiding growth. Even if organisations take steps to reduce their impact on the 

environment, the benefits will be subsumed if they continue to grow, thus negating their 

environmental benefit (Gray & Bebbington, 2000; Powers et al., 2019). 

The organisations also excelled in different ways. Running Wild and Substation 33 

have more direct action on groups experiencing poverty in a suburban setting, such as the 

long-term unemployed. Running Wild supports community gardens, providing trainees with 

the skills to produce their own food. Substation 33 also seeks to help participants by 

providing free groceries and a weekly BBQ. Having an interest in innovation to protect the 



314 

 

environment attracted people from across the educational spectrum to become involved in 

Substation 33 and thus created opportunities for people to learn from each other. Both of 

these organisations provide organised education and link people to other services, advocate 

for individuals disadvantaged by the system and provide a place for people to socialise. 

Running Wild provides a clear example of how a business can help to provide support for 

people in communities where government services are sparse like rural areas (Stehlik, 2013). 

As indicated in the literature, building community increases a sense of empowerment (Izlar, 

2019b). However the organisations were not able to solve all problems at once, while 

Substation 33 helps participants by providing free BBQs and free groceries, they did not 

address the problems highlighted by Food Connect. The kinds of food offered at Substation 

33 are created by an unsustainable agricultural system that exploits family farmers and may 

perpetuate poor dietary choices. 

While there is literature on providing healthy food for the urban poor and 

communities in developing nations (Izlar, 2019b; Shepard, 2013; Tetloff & Wicknick, 2019), 

Food Connect addresses the inequality created in food production systems that exploit food 

producers, creates poverty and drives environmental degradation. This is a serious problem, 

for as well as contributing to climate change by overproduction of processed cheap food, 

globalisation of the factory farm model creates diet related disease estimated to cost up to 

$900 billion annually (Brereton, 2018, p. 4). The way food is produced and consumed 

influences the health of the environment, of humans and other animals as well as being an 

issue of social justice when exploitative and dangerous work practices are allowed (Brereton, 

2018). The Food Connect model requires people with some amount of privilege to act 

ethically and purchase products that have been produced in environmentally and socially 

responsible ways. While Food Connect can enable some less financially viable people to 
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access this ethical produce through its support of food co-ops and employee discounts, it does 

not involve many of the urban poor. This could be seen as a weakness, because it maintains a 

perception that environmental action is limited to elites who can afford to support an eating 

experience that extends beyond an individual’s sustenance (Brereton, 2018). Yet there are 

still many people that have the capacity to make more ethical food choices (Brereton, 2018) 

so this model is not redundant and may be a way to redistribute wealth to those with less 

wealth. In addition, Food Connect has enabled other forms of community development, 

through support of the micro-businesses and housing the tool library. It also assists in 

supporting community benefit events. Food Connect’s model is an important environmental 

intervention and a way to address rural and regional unemployment and poverty.  

The fact that all three organisations failed to address all the determinants of 

environmental and social disadvantage might seem to discredit the hybrid business model as 

a solution, however, both social and environmental problems remain large and complicated 

and collaborative inter-disciplinary interventions are required. As in natural systems there are 

species that specialise in a particular niche, the ability of the hybrid model to be adapted to 

act on different layers of the system is a strength. Humans have demonstrated the ability to 

accept the division of responsibility, for example current forms of business are allowed to 

pursue profit maximisation while externalising many costs such as the responsibility to care 

for downsized workers or carbon dioxide emissions (Ramsay, 2020). The ability to accept 

that some hybrid businesses may specialise in the aspects of wellbeing they address does not 

seem to be a greater cognitive strain.  

None of the organisations claimed to have all the answers, but all were travelling 

towards greater sustainability and were continuing to develop new ways to enhance 

environmental wellbeing. However, by concentrating on what is achievable the organisations 
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help individuals to overcome the fear and anxiety that had led to inaction on the environment 

(Robbins & Moore, 2013). Being involved in organisations that valued environmental 

wellbeing enhances the participants’ openness to engaging in further activities in the future. 

Learning about the world and undertaking activities like upcycling, camping or gardening can 

improve feelings of competency, a trait integral to enhancing self-determination (Passmore & 

Howell, 2014). Individuals with a strong sense of competency are more likely to try new 

things and thus increase opportunities for success (Passmore & Howell, 2014). These 

organisations help motivate and support individuals to change the behaviours that are 

problematic for environmental wellbeing. This will benefit humans as well as the rest of 

nature. The organisations in this study show that there are ways to make significant 

improvements to the environment despite inaction in government.  

Social workers could also facilitate the smooth functioning of these sorts of models by 

utilizing skills of critical, reflexive analysis to ensure a culture of solidarity, development of 

autonomy, flat power structures and short and long term goals (Izlar, 2019b). Social workers 

are skilled at facilitating the development of interventions with local communities, assessing 

barriers that prevent locals participating in interventions, building supportive networks 

(Rogge, 1993).  

However, social workers do not need to replicate the whole organisation to realise 

benefits, but could choose to apply specific activities. To increase feelings of efficacy, social 

workers can encourage clients to undertake environmentally beneficial behaviours like 

reducing consumption and minimising waste. Efforts that clients do make should be 

acknowledged. Social workers may organise awards and facilitate the establishment of 

networks where individuals can connect with others who appreciate that they undertake these 

activities. Social workers may recommend their clients spend time in nature but could also be 
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active in organising opportunities for clients to experience outdoor activities such as 

canoeing, swimming, bushwalking or even a camping trip. The experience could include an 

activity that helps the natural environment such as removing litter, planting trees or weeding. 

The research focus led to an emphasis on individual and organisational level change but as 

social work is a broad profession, individuals workers are best placed to assess which 

activities are likely to have the greatest impact given their specific context. 

This chapter has analysed the research findings in light of the literature. The next 

chapter will make specific recommendations arising from this research project for working 

with individuals, shaping organisations and the system. Further research topics will be 

suggested before the overall conclusion of this thesis.   
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Chapter 6 

 Recommendations and Conclusion. 

This chapter begins with a brief overview of the research project. Recommendations 

will be made for working with individuals, on an organisational level and for system level 

change. Future research recommendations are made before the conclusion.  

Project Overview  

This research project aimed to find ways to increase the capacity of social workers to 

improve environmental wellbeing by examining hybrid organisations. It has been argued that 

that social workers act to increase environmental wellbeing because environmental systems 

are being placed under severe pressure from pollution, accelerated loss of biodiversity, soil 

loss and climate change (IUCN, 2017; Steffen et al., 2015; van Wormer, 2019). From 

perspectives that recognise the innate value of the natural world, the damage is immoral but 

even from an anthropocentric perspective, the damage to the environment is exacerbating 

environmental injustice and reducing the ability of humans to survive.  

Hybrid organisations have been defined as non-government organisations seeking to 

achieve environmental and social benefits rather than maximising financial profit and 

therefore their practices may provide guidance for environmental social work. The following 

questions were used to discover the factors that can guide social workers seeking to increase 

environmentally beneficial practice.  

1. What environmental activities do the hybrid organisations under investigation 

undertake? What are the perceived outcomes of these activities as seen by 

organisation stakeholders?  
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2. Are there external or internal factors that stakeholders perceived to help or 

hinder the organisation in achieving environmental outcomes? 

3. Do stakeholders perceive that their ideas or behaviours about the environment 

have changed as a result of being involved in the hybrid organisation?  

4. How can the findings be applied to the practice of environmental social work? 

This research project used a multi-case study method framed through the ontological 

and epistemological lens of critical realism. Based on the theory of social learning, it was 

hypothesised that people would learn how to act in more environmentally beneficial ways 

through interaction with other people. Initially, the theory of social learning did appear as the 

mechanism to cause change, however as more detailed analysis was undertaken, it was found 

that social learning was not the only mechanism as it seemed that the environment itself 

provided education and motivation to participants.  

The study has been successful in identifying activities hybrid organisations undertake 

to improve the wellbeing of the environment and identifying how the activities improve 

environmental outcomes. Factors that supported environmental wellbeing such as providing a 

supportive social context, equipment and displaying reminders assisted participants to act in 

environmentally beneficial roles while at the organisations. By involving people in activities 

that increase their connection to the environment, encourage mindfulness of their 

environmental impact and education to gain skills and knowledge, the research found that 

participants did change their beliefs and practices, shaping their life choices beyond the 

organisation to be more environmentally beneficial. Many barriers to participation in 

environmentally beneficial activities were also identified. Barriers which included internal 
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states such as grief and anxiety, and external factors such as societal expectations, political 

and cultural contexts.  

The findings were also assessed from a social work perspective and possible 

applications for social work were identified. Social workers could seek to add the successful 

practices demonstrated by hybrid organisations to social work to increase the 

environmentally beneficial outcomes of social work practice. It also appears that the skills 

and knowledge social workers have already developed could be helpful in overcoming 

barriers to increasing environmental wellbeing.   

The three hybrid businesses examined for this project; Food Connect – linking urban 

consumers with local sustainable farmers, Substation 33 – recycling e-waste and Running 

Wild – assisting long term unemployed, were able to achieve both environmental and social 

benefits.  

This research has found the compatibility between hybrid organisations and social 

work appears strong, as tasks considered important in defining social work were being 

undertaken in hybrid businesses, such as supporting people who are socially isolated, struggle 

with poverty, unemployment and mental health concerns. Being able to realise social benefits 

while achieving environmental benefits, strengthens the case for adding the environmentally 

beneficial activities to social work practice. In addition, people with training in the profession 

of social work could make a useful contribution to any organisation seeking to implement a 

hybrid business model.  

Recommendations: Individual and Group Work 

A recommended starting point for any individual, including social workers wishing to 

improve environmental wellbeing, would be to reflect and assess if they could make changes 
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in their personal lives to be more congruent with caring for the natural environment. This 

research suggests that becoming more environmentally friendly is a journey therefore 

implementing easy changes first can assist in achieving more complex goals later. Such 

changes include buying local, reducing meat intake, seeking to repair or upcycle, composting, 

cycling and avoiding single use plastics. Social workers could act in solidarity with people 

who organise and participate in protests that help the environment. Social workers may also 

improve their own wellbeing by spending time in nature and develop a deeper connection and 

understanding of nature in this way.  

Workers can plan interventions that increase people’s contact with the natural 

environment, as people spend more time in the environment they tend to develop an 

emotional or spiritual connection. Events in the natural world like dragon boating, surfing, 

growing plants or bird-watching become a way for the environment to be integrated as part of 

person’s identity. Having an emotional relationship with the environment can be an 

accessible way to understand the value of the environment. The ecosystem is not a stable 

entity that can be adequately understood through memorisation of categories, labels and 

quantities, but a non-hierarchical network and process that continually changes over time 

(Lorimer, 2012). Conservation cannot be achieved only by protecting known sub-units of the 

ecosystem, but requires preservation of a relationship between multiple entities (Lorimer, 

2012). Rather than seeking to know and understand every part of the complex relationships 

inherent in the ecosystem, valuing the environment on an emotional and/or spiritual level can 

be an effective way to ensure people are motivated to care for the ecosystem.  

Another benefit of increasing environmental contact is that as people spend more time 

in the environment they become more aware of the variety of species and natural cycles of 

the area. People are able to be more effective protectors of the natural environment when they 
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can recognise its constituents. Recommended activities to improve this knowledge include 

seed gathering, camping, growing food, bush regeneration, collecting litter and bush walks. A 

facilitator can assist learning by modelling a curiosity in their surroundings, asking questions 

and encouraging research about observations. In this way participants can learn from their 

own experience and the facilitator need not have extensive environmental knowledge. 

Although it is not necessary to categorise and quantify the environment to care for it, 

participants in this research project were still interested in activities that require specialised 

knowledge. They reported enjoying guided nature walks, plant and animal identification, 

animal spotting and animal tracking. A key recommendation is to make specialist knowledge 

available by networking with professionals from other fields who can share their knowledge 

and experience, for example animal control officers, state and national park rangers, 

sustainable farmers, animal carers, plant nursery workers, community gardens, Indigenous 

elders and conservation volunteers. Specialists can also provide insight into the human 

societal structures that impact on the environment, such as legislation and standards like 

collection restrictions, survey protocols, emission standards and safety procedures that have 

been developed to protect the environment and people. People with specialised knowledge 

can assist others to appreciate details of the natural world they had not thought of before, 

provide novel experiences and skills that can help people to care for the environment. Social 

workers are at an advantage when forming collaborations because of their experience in 

networking and developing multidisciplinary teams. The strong communication skills social 

workers have aids the process of building partnerships with people who have specialised 

knowledge and skills related to the environment, but may be less confident in interacting with 

people from a broad variety of backgrounds.  
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It is recommended that people in positions of authority, such as managers, facilitators 

and experts, raise participants’ awareness of human activities that damage the environment, 

for example land clearing, soil erosion, pollution and climate change. This research found 

that ignorance in the general community about environmental issues is a barrier to individuals 

taking actions that increases environmental wellbeing. It is important to raise people’s 

awareness of activities that threaten environmental wellbeing to raise acceptance and 

participation in activities to protect the environment.  

It is important that professionals working with individuals remain open and 

supportive of environmentalists and feelings people have towards the non-human world. This 

research project and other research has found people who are environmentally active are 

viewed negatively (Jackson, 2019; Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019) and people may not feel 

comfortable in expressing their feelings about the environment, or seek the professional 

support that they require unless they are in a supportive context.  

It is recommended that social workers use skills and experience they developed in 

other practice areas to aid people to be more active in improving environmental outcomes. 

Social workers help people to assess their strengths, resources and the challenges to be 

overcome to reach difficult goals. Social workers help people plan out the smaller 

achievements that the individual can focus on so as not to be overwhelmed and remain 

motivated to achieve the ultimate goal. The profession of social work has experience in 

addressing barriers that may prevent people’s involvement in environmentally beneficial 

activities. Social workers establish and manage therapeutic groups to address anxiety, grief 

and addiction which can be responses people have to the environmental crisis (Brereton, 

2018; Cassidy & Poon, 2019; Passmore & Howell, 2014). Environmental issues have become 

contentious, but social workers have experience engaging clients in situations influenced by 
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strongly held values and are able to maintain an effective balance between controlling a 

situation and caring for people (Turney, 2012). Social workers can provide support without 

taking over and doing things for people. The experience social workers have in working with 

people is advantageous in helping people include more environmentally beneficial activities 

in their lives.  

The research also advocates that individuals seeking to share information about 

environmental wellbeing, pay attention to communication techniques. Effective techniques 

include, showing respect to the other person by listening to them without judgement, seeking 

areas of common ground and being enthusiastic about specific aspects of the environment. It 

was also helpful to have physical examples of projects that improve the environment, like an 

upcycled 3D printer, mobile solar electric generators, vegetable patch or plant nursery. 

People’s interest seemed to increase if they could observe a physical object. The research 

found that people were also more invested if they contribute to the outcome in some way. 

When seeking to communicate environmental issues, it is effective to show positive regard to 

other people and share solutions. 

While up to this point this chapter has been about enhancing benefits to the 

environment, another reason to recommend environmental activities it that such activities are 

beneficial for the human participants’ health. As previously identified, the environmental 

crisis may cause addiction anxiety and fear (Brereton, 2018; Passmore & Howell, 2014; 

Pihkala, 2018) and while everyone will be impacted by the environmental crisis, people who 

are already disadvantaged are likely to face a worse impact (Dominelli, 2014; Hetherington & 

Boddy, 2013). People on low incomes can be empowered by providing activities to help the 

environment. As participants’ skills and knowledge develop perceptions of helplessness can 

be reduced and replaced with increased feelings of self-efficacy. There are also physiological 
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benefits accumulated from living and working in an environment that has had its health 

maintained such as reduced exposure to pollution.  

Recommendations: Organisational Level  

These recommendations are aimed at changing the organisational context to increase 

the benefit to the natural environment. Organisations could normalise resource saving and 

recycling as a workplace task for everyone through modelling, providing contextual 

reminders like posters and labels and providing equipment like, reusable cutlery and 

crockery, default double sided printing, compost buckets and collection points for 

recyclables. Activities that repurpose waste products to create art and craft projects or build 

toys, furniture and equipment from repurposed items are recommended as they can help 

people to think differently about rubbish. As outlined above, networking can assist in locating 

individuals with appropriate skills and ideas. During data collection, people who were 

observed helping others to learn about recycling and upcycling included technical specialists 

seeking ways to give back, retirees seeking social connection, entrepreneurs needing access 

to parts and assistance, tertiary students seeking work experience and skilled unemployed 

people. Skills were then shared through peer learning with longer-term volunteers teaching 

new people. Although hybrid organisations make products for sale, production was slowed to 

allow time for people who were learning new skills.   

The research has concluded that people appear to need encouragement to implement 

the many small but environmentally beneficial activities into their daily lives. Therefore, it is 

recommended that organisations (including social work departments) could employ at least 

one person who is passionate about the environment in a senior role in the organisation. This 

individual acts as a champion, bringing an environmental perspective into organisational 
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decisions, raising awareness of environmental issues and modelling environmentally 

beneficial life choices like using public transport, bicycling, turning off electric equipment, 

eating local, not eating meat, recycling and having re-usable food containers. The champion 

creates a culture where others feel safe to explore environmental concerns, are stimulated to 

share their ideas about how to improve environmental outcomes and are motivated to take 

environmentally beneficial life choices.   

To help increase environmental protection people in positions of authority can 

reframe lifestyles as laudable when they achieve a small carbon footprint. As well as 

increasing the focus on the goal of improving environmental wellbeing this activity could 

improve people’s wellbeing. This recommendation is based on the finding that many of the 

participants in this study do not participate in excessive consumption and have a relatively 

small carbon footprint, but they do not receive credit for this achievement. During the 

interview process it became clear that some participants were not even aware that they were 

benefiting the environment. A dominant perception is that participating in consumption is 

important to be included in society and excessive consumption is perceived as a sign of 

success (Brereton, 2018; Kjeldahl & Hendricks, 2018). Therefore, not having material goods 

can undermine individual’s feelings of self-worth and even lead to depression. Future 

interventions may seek to challenge narratives that value materialism and celebrate the ways 

that people who survive with minimal consumption are benefiting everyone by reducing 

destruction of the environment.  

People planning activities are recommended to pay attention to the method used to 

implement the activity. Involvement in an organisation where members value environmental 

wellbeing does help people to overcome barriers to environmental participation. It is probable 

that being able to work collaboratively with others to achieve change increases motivation. 
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This research showed that people valued feeling part of a larger group and felt more 

enthusiastic about work and empowered when they were working with others. This indicates 

that group work can be a positive way to achieve environmental outcomes.  

By providing people with support, the hybrid organisations improve the capacity of 

their participants to care and support the environment. To help participants and community a 

variety of techniques are recommended, including allowing more time to complete work 

projects so there is time to develop relationships, support social and psychological health by 

listening to participants, customers, suppliers and community members and to exchange skills 

and knowledge. In the organisations that work with job seekers or other vulnerable groups, 

staff gain skills like explaining Centrelink requirements, liaising with job network providers, 

completing tax returns, planning or even providing transport to health appointments and job 

interviews and providing character references for accommodation and work and advocate for 

individuals who experience systemic injustice. Providing access to computers, printing and 

Internet services, displaying details of other services, social events and educational 

opportunities are other ways hybrid businesses help community members. The details may be 

useful to participants, but displaying such services also indicates the organisation can be 

approached for help. The businesses also facilitate entry into the community as their 

established rapport and trust can reduce delay in the role out and implementation of 

programs, increase the effectiveness of community support programs - the environmental and 

social activities can provide a cover for people concerned about stigma or domestic violence 

resulting from help seeking. Traditionally, when social workers come into a community, they 

will be strangers and time is needed develop rapport and trust before interventions can be 

implemented effectively (Bun Ku & Dominelli, 2018). Hybrid organisations facilitate the 
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involvement of specialised services from outside the community by initiating contact, 

providing a venue for public information sharing, consultation and cheap or free office space.  

Recommendations for Systemic Change 

This thesis argues that there are powerful entities promoting environmentally 

damaging activities and shaping social systems. Tolerating the free market, competitive 

discourse enables continued marginalisation and discrimination of the environment 

contributes to environmental injustice (Powers et al., 2019). Following are recommendations 

about the action that is required to change systemic barriers to enhancing environmental 

wellbeing.  

A wider adoption of the hybrid model is recommended. The organisations in this 

study provide an alternative business model that supports the environment and community in 

a more comprehensive way than the more common linear business structure. Hybrid 

businesses demonstrate ways in which business can build the resilience of the social and 

environmental systems. While the costs of goods and services may be increased to the buyer, 

benefits are accrued to the broader community and the environment. Businesses that strive to 

minimise their environmental footprint will be motivated to reduce waste, pollution and 

ecological destruction instead of finding ways to minimise their responsibility for these costs.   

Even though social workers were reported to have similar environmental 

understanding to the general public (Shaw, 2011), data collected in this project found that 

people with tertiary education appeared to have a more sophisticated understanding of the 

systemic barriers to environmental wellbeing, even if their qualification was not related to the 

environment. Therefore it is recommended that social workers use the ability to critically 

analyse information, and identify systemic determinants they gained during their education 
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(Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017) to understand environmental issues and share insights with 

others. Application of theories like transformative (Boetto et al., 2020), critical (Hawkins, 

2010), post humanist (Laing, 2020) and eco-feminism (Bell et al., 2019) may help social 

workers critic the current dominant social paradigm. Like other social work issues, 

environmental sustainability requires an understanding of the relationship of multiple 

complex determinants that include political, economic and cultural determinants. This thesis 

concludes that due to their education social workers would be able to develop important 

insights into environmental issues without specifically studying environmental science. 

It is recommended that social workers and other professionals utilise their skills to 

promote a wider understanding of how powerful for-profit businesses have impacted political 

decisions and shaped popular media. There must be more public clarity and focus on the 

campaigns lead by industry to discredit climate change science, to reduce environmental 

protections and question the viability of alternatives like renewable energy. There needs to be 

vigorous public criticism of assumptions like solving international poverty through perpetual 

growth, that technology needs to be developed before environmental concerns can be 

addressed and promoting the idea that environmental wellbeing is too expensive.  

Social workers could assist other people to assess the veracity of information shared 

with them from television, social media, the Internet and family members about 

environmental issues. It is recommended that social workers teach people research skills to 

enable them to find valid evidence about the environment, particularly about controversial 

issues such as climate change. Social workers can raise awareness about the impact of meso 

and macro level determinates in shaping the environmental choices made by governments, 

organisations and individuals. For example, hospital-based social workers have demonstrated 

that social workers have the capacity to explain complex and technical ideas and to members 
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of the general public. There remains a paucity of people working on the ground in 

communities who can increase understanding of the complex ideas arising from 

environmental science which social worker could address. More broadly, people need help in 

assessing how proposed developments such as increased housing density and mines as well 

as climate change will impact on their lives. Social workers can facilitate other people’s 

exploration of power structures that discriminate against the environment and model 

advocacy skills (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017). Social workers are able to use their 

professional training to assist environmental wellbeing. 

This research also adds support to those recommending change to the renumeration of 

employees, particularly questioning the narrative that executives require high renumeration 

packages to ensure performance or welfare payments cause indolence. Participants in this 

research stated that they were motivated by more than money. Employees indicated that 

although they might be able to gain a greater financial payment elsewhere, they chose to be 

involved in the hybrid businesses because the work helped the environment and people. 

There were also many people who volunteered their time and expertise to further the benefits 

to people and the environment. This documents a reality that helping others and the 

environment is a motivator for people and suggests that a higher welfare payment or even a 

basic universal income (Bidadanure, 2019) will not stop people making a positive 

contribution to society. It also questions the coupling of performance with higher financial 

renumeration. 

This research argues that society move towards a more ecocentric perspective 

recognising a hospitable human habitat is maintained through relationships between other life 

forms and geological features. This perspective is more inclusive of indigenous world views, 

that place obligations for the natural environment as the centre of life (Kwaymullina, 2005; 
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Plumwood, 1990) and will have the dual benefit of benefiting the environment and being 

more inclusive of other cultures.  

A recommendation that can assist people to be more ecocentric is to provide 

legitimisation of emotional and spiritual ways of valuing the environment alongside positivist 

ways of knowing. Emotional and spiritual perspectives provide people with a framework that 

disempowers the neo-liberal tendency to treat the natural world as a pile of interchangeable 

fungible parts (Lorimer, 2012). In addition to increasing support for environmental protection 

that recognises the importance of viable ecological systems, validating spiritual and 

emotional perspectives means people will no longer be forced to supress the mental distress 

caused by solastalgia or eco-anxiety. This research has concluded that it is important to 

reduce people’s discomfort in talking about the environment and its impact in their lives. An 

ecocentric perspective promises to have benefits for environmental and human wellbeing.   

Developing a clear and simple environmental language is recommended as an 

important step in promoting the benefits of hybrid organisations to be appreciated by 

legislators, funding bodies and the general public. Presently, terminology used to talk about 

the natural environment is often used in anthropocentric ways, therefore it remains important 

for people concerned about environmental wellbeing to question what is being referred to 

when terms like ‘green’, ‘sustainable’, ‘ecosystem’, ‘nature’ and ‘environment’ are used. 

Ideally humanity needs to move toward developing clear terminology to communicate 

information about the environment and its wellbeing that cannot be misconstrued to refer to 

anthropocentric concepts. The profession of social work and society in general need to assign 

specific terminology to discuss the non-human world that does not have alternative 

anthropocentric interpretations which are confusing and cause the environment to be left out. 
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Often the environment and its influential role in our lives is over-ridden by an 

anthropocentric focus. To reduce environmental discrimination, this research supports calls 

by other researchers, including (Gray & Coates, 2015) and (Zapf, 2010) for the profession of 

social work to reassess the anthropocentric interpretations of Person In the Environment 

(PIE) and the ecological systems approach. The profession should become more specific in 

the use of words pertaining to the natural environment to differentiate if they are referring to 

a context, a biological trait, to social relationships or something pertaining to nature or an 

ecosystem. This could be advanced by ensuring environmental wellbeing is supported in the 

profession’s ethical codes and practice guidelines across all jurisdictions and including 

environmental content in social work training including ecological health, ecological justice 

as well as the role of the environment in human health and environmental justice. Ways to 

start returning the natural environment into social work practice include asking for 

participants understanding of the environment and its role in their lives, drawing attention to 

observed environmentally beneficial actions undertaken by clients and colleagues and 

providing a supportive context for environmentalists. Finally, social workers must remember 

to actively seek to understand and include nature, because nature may not speak but she is 

client who is always present. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Further research is recommended to explore what determines an individual’s 

environmental knowledge and opinions. People with tertiary academic qualifications 

displayed greater awareness of the systemic determinants that lead to environmental 

degradation, even if their field of education was not environmental. Respondents with less 

education and experiencing high levels of structural discrimination and extremely low 

incomes seemed more likely to accept the dominant narratives that justify their oppression 
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and environmental destruction. They were less aware of the impact of their own lifestyles on 

environmental outcomes and did not appear to realise their achievements in minimising their 

environmental impact until it was made apparent in the research interviews. More research is 

needed to explore the role of socio-economic status and education in forming environmental 

opinions. 

Further investigation is recommended to understand the costs and benefits of being 

politically active. The literature suggests that people need the ability to participate in politics 

(Westoby, 2018). As local people can have unique insight into the environmental impact of 

proposed development, they could be important environmental allies but the motivation and 

capacity of participants to be politically active was not uniform. This research found that 

political activity was much more overt at Food Connect than at Running Wild or Substation 

33. In the latter organisations people in management levels displayed high awareness of the 

inadequacy of government policy for their organisations, for the participants of their 

organisations and for the environment but did not openly encourage other participants to be 

politically active. This may be due to most people involved in Food Connect being middle or 

upper class and choosing to be involved in the organisation, while Running Wild and Food 

Connect tended to have participants from lower socio-economic groups that had less choice 

to be involved but this premise would require further targeted research to confirm if there is a 

belief that those who are already marginalised are exempt from political advocacy.  

While this research found that the application of social work skills would be 

appropriate and likely to be helpful in advancing environmental wellbeing, it is recommended 

that further research be undertaken to assess the level of effectiveness of applying the tools 

and skills of social workers. Barriers to greater involvement in the environment were 

identified as addiction, anxiety, grief, denial and existential concerns and the profession of 
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social work has experience helping people to overcome these blocks. Further study is 

required to document the application and effectiveness of applying these intervention 

techniques to stimulate care for the environment than others.  

In addition, the indication that the natural environment has agency in changing 

people’s beliefs and behaviours suggests that theoretical perspectives used in social work 

may need to be amended to include the natural world as a change agent. The impact reported 

by respondents in this research suggests that the anthropocentric focus of theory may not be 

properly accounting for an important influence in client’s lives. More focus on ecocentric 

perspectives, including Indigenous world views (Plumwood, 1990; Woods & Holscher, 2021) 

and transformative theories (Boetto et al., 2018; Crews & Besthorn, 2016) could lead to more 

accuracy in the social work approach. 

Changing the focus onto more ecocentric philosophies has implications for the 

curriculum taught by departments of social work. This research adds to a growing amount of 

literature about integrating the environment into social work education (Androff et al., 2017; 

Besthorn & Canda, 2002; Coates et al., 2006; Gray & Coates, 2015; Hudson, 2019; Jones, 

2011, 2013; Powers & Rinkel, 2018; Rinkel & Powers, 2017, 2019b) but research has found 

that environmental content is limited in the Australian social work curriculum (Harris & 

Boddy, 2017). Work by Bay (2011, 2019) indicates that neoliberalism has shaped the 

profession of social work in way that makes it difficult to include the marginalised. More 

work could be done to document and address the barriers specific to educators and the bodies 

that certify social work courses, like the AASW, that have made them vulnerable to 

domination of neoliberal colonial values to the detriment of ecocentric perspectives. 
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Community gardens are often referred to in in the literature as a way to enhance 

people’s diets (Besthorn, 2013b; Izlar, 2019b; Shepard, 2013). This study does not dispute 

that community gardens play an invaluable role in community development and would 

increase the capacity of people to eat locally. While there is some indication that people are 

more likely to eat food they grow (Algert et al., 2016), I noted that participants at Substation 

33 and Running Wild chose not eat fruit and vegetables when they were made freely 

available. More research is therefore recommended to see how many people living in lower 

socio-economic areas actually want to eat vegetables and would become involved in a 

community garden. It may be that an intervention is needed to address local cultural norms 

and personal preferences about food to have some groups make dietary choices that improve 

both the health of the environment and their own health. 

It is recommended that further research is undertaken to assess the justice of cheap 

food prices created by the industrialisation of agriculture and the monopolisation of the food 

distribution system. There is evidence that large industrial agriculture and monopolisation of 

the food distribution system is damaging environmentally and socially and there are short and 

long term benefits for more diverse organic food production (Anomaly, 2015; Crews et al., 

2018). If food is priced to provide at least a minimum wage to a producer using sustainable 

methods, the re-establishment of viable incomes in the agricultural sector may create a 

greater environmental and social good than uniformly low food prices. Supporting those who 

cannot afford higher food through food distribution programs like Oz Harvest and food banks 

and possibly food stamps, may cost society less than current levels of unemployment, 

underemployment and the intergenerational effects of environmental degradation.  

Environmental wellbeing is compromised by ‘greenwashing’ of businesses (Brereton, 

2018; Carroll et al., 2018). Research is recommended to ascertain if the public’s ability to 



336 

 

identify false environmental groups is increased with experience of organisations that 

authentically care for the environment. It would be useful to determine if another benefit of a 

hybrid organisation is the creation and adoption of an alternative narrative about what actions 

a business should be expected to take to be considered environmentally beneficial. 

Further study is recommended to assess if documenting the organisation’s values and 

setting goals is beneficial to motivating participants. This research raised questions about the 

benefits of documentation to new participants. Written policy and guidelines may frustrate 

and alienate participants by creating another level of information they need to understand 

before being able to implement their own ideas. On the other hand, written documentation 

may be helpful to ensure the organisation remains aligned to its founding mission and 

purpose. Future research on the application of top down sustainability goals such energy 

reduction and the capacity of such goals to stimulate involvement and commitment could 

clarify the effectiveness of written policy. At Substation 33 the auspicing organisation (YFS) 

set these types of goals but these goals did not appear to be considered particularly relevant to 

most participants. Information about the role of goal setting in realising environmental 

outcomes is information that could help to inform future legislators that want to implement 

community environmental programs.  

Participants at all three organisations indicated the need for a tool that is easy to apply 

which would quantify environmental and social benefits that they have achieved. Meeting 

this recommendation is a challenging task as it requires estimates of savings of costs that 

would occur if the interventions undertaken by the organisation were not happening. This 

might be achieved by applying methods used to justify public health interventions – where 

the social demographically matched communities are chosen, but only one community has 

hybrid organisations. Alternatively, a hybrid organisation could take a base-line measure 
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before it commenced business and then reapplied the same assessment tool regularly. As the 

organisations in this study evolved rather than being established, this measure had not been 

undertaken. Additionally, the scope of such a research project is beyond most start-up 

businesses in expertise and cost. The benefits of the hybrid organisations is realised by 

individuals, other organisations in the community, governments and the environment. 

Developing an effective tool to quantify these benefits would be a substantive undertaking. In 

addition, the tool would only be effective if the results it supplies are recognised by funding 

bodies such as governments and investors, consumers and the general public.  

Conclusion 

This thesis has argued that integrating activities that increase environmental wellbeing 

into social work is possible and can enhance the wellbeing of human participants. This means 

that caring for the environment should not be constructed as an additional responsibility for 

social workers but should be seen as a method to realise more traditional social work goals of 

helping people. The techniques of hybrid organisations can help social workers making the 

essential move towards an ecocentric paradigm. 

Exploring the hybrid business model has shown the organisations increase 

environmentally beneficial outcomes in a number of ways. First, the activities can directly 

improve the quality and quantity of the environment, for example, through bush regeneration. 

Second, they provide information and motivation to members of their communities to make 

environmentally beneficial changes. For example, learning how to upcycle and working with 

others to reduce waste to landfill. Finally, these organisations demonstrate an alternative 

model for doing business that is not focused on maximising financial return, but rather 

increasing the wellbeing of people and the planet.   
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The organisations provided examples of activities that increase environmental 

benefits and could be implemented by social workers, even those who may not have 

extensive environmental knowledge. These included composting, upcycling, reuse and 

recycling, plant propagation, bush regeneration as well as increasing the contact individuals 

have to the environment by organising activities in natural contexts like swimming and 

boating. The organisations developed relationships with professionals that have specialised 

environmental skills, that shared information and skills with participants such as building 

new electronic appliances from waste products, growing food in sustainable ways and 

identifying plants and animals. Another important part of the hybrid model was reducing 

inequality in power through flat management structures, sharing of information and providing 

space for all participants to be active in activities that have a beneficial outcome for the 

environment. The context of the hybrid organisation encourages people to make 

environmentally beneficial choices and retains space for the needs of the environment to be 

considered in the organisation’s decisions.  

The research has also provided insights into barriers that may reduce people’s 

involvement in environmentally beneficial activities. Such barriers include overt and covert 

forms of discrimination on a systemic level that then shape individual’s internal 

understanding and behavioural choices as well as pressures from the people individuals 

interact with. Real and anticipated negative outcomes from acting in environmentally 

beneficial was can trigger feelings associated with grief, anxiety and addiction. Social 

workers are experienced in working to change these behaviours in other contexts and could 

draw on them to help people integrate more environmentally beneficial lifestyles as well as 

working to change systems. The professional skills of social workers could provide key 
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complimentary skills that have been missing from previous efforts to increase environmental 

wellbeing.  

A united effort is required for humanity’s habitat to be preserved. This research 

project identified several ways social workers could contribute to the mission of restoring and 

protecting the environment as well as confirming that the profession has unique expertise to 

advance the transition to environmental sustainability. This exploratory research with three 

hybrid organisations demonstrates that human wellbeing can be advanced by restoring and 

protecting the ecosystem. The organisations are businesses but their techniques and the 

insights gained by studying them has applications for individual, organisational and systems 

focused practice across many contexts. This research offers ideas to empower the profession 

of social work to move away from narrow anthropocentric philosophies and practices towards 

a healthier sustainable, ecocentric future. 
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Appendix A: Interview Expression of Interest 

How hybrid organisations achieve their social and environmental goals and 

outcomes: Experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders. 

This information is being collected for a study examining how workplaces impact on feelings 

about wellbeing for people and the wellbeing of the natural environment. These questions 

will be used as prompts for those who would like to be interviewed by the researcher, Ms 

Sylvia Ramsay PhD Candidate, Griffith University.  

If you have any questions or would like to organise to be interviewed please contact Sylvia 

Ramsay in person or by email: sylvia.ramsay@griffithuni.edu.au  or phone: 0407 061 553 

Answering these questions is voluntary and you may choose to respond ‘Don’t know’ or skip 

any questions you don’t want to answer. Feel free to write answers or make notes about any 

of the questions which you can also submit if you want to.  Please attach extra sheets if there 

is not enough space on this form. 

Your position in the organisation (please circle appropriate response):  

employee, volunteer, work for welfare, customer, manager other  

(please specify)……………… 

Your code name: ……………………………………………… (please make one up) 
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Appendix B: Guide for Interview 

Questions to find out about the ‘environmental wellbeing’ at organisation X. 

In this paper environment means plants, animals and natural spaces. Environmental actions 

include things like recycling, reducing waste and using renewable energy. 

1. Please briefly describe what role the natural environment has in relation to you. 

2. Please explain how organisation X values the natural environment?  

3. What things have you learnt about helping the natural environment because you came 

to organisation X? 

4. Are there things you now do at home (or in other places) that help the natural 

environment that you learnt from organisation X?  

5.  Has being at organisation X changed what you might say to other people when 

talking about the natural environment? 

6. What things does organisation X do for the natural environment that other 

organisations should also do?  

Questions to find out about the ‘social wellbeing’ experienced by participants 

7. When you think about coming to organisation X, how do you feel? 

8. What words would you use to describe your relationship to the people you know at 

organisation X? (Are they like friends, family, colleagues, acquaintances …?) 

9. What is the organisational structure at organisation X? Is it OK to have a chat with the 

boss at any time?  

10. What things, if any, do people at organisation X do or say that change your feelings 

about yourself and what actions you take?  

11. What happens if you need help or make a mistake at organisation X and what do other 

people do or say about it?  
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12. What things have you learnt since coming to organisation X that you think would be 

helpful for you to say or do when you are with other people? 

13, Have you or would you use things you have learnt from your experiences at 

organisation X in other places like at home or in a different workplace? What things are 

these?  

14. Are there things that people at organisation X do or say that you would like for people 

at other organisations to also do? If so, what are they?  
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Appendix C: Researcher’s Prompts for Interview – Key Words and Phrases 

Environmental 

Q1: is caring for the environment important, it is the responsibility of some one else 

Q2: green-wash image? Easy to understand the organisation is authentically committed to 

environmental wellbeing. Use recycling, reduce pollution, energy reduction, environmental 

safety measures, 

Q3. New knowledge – new way of seeing things? New way of doing things?  

Q4 activities that changed your life – the impact on the individual level. 

Q5 things that will spread beyond the organisation – via an individual’s meso level. 

Q6: possible structural changes to benefit the environment. 

Social 

Q7: Feel happy, looking forward, would rather not come at all. Motivation for coming. 

Q8: Social benefits. Have a feeling of connection to others? Feel like you belong. Not 

socially isolated/ lonely. Have feelings of loyalty? Part of a network bigger than the 

organisation? 

Q9: Organisational structure: consensus decision making, opportunities to collaborate, 

managers let people make decisions, information about the organisation and the work 

achieved is shared 

Q10: Work culture is supportive and positive about individuals, encourages positive self 

image? 

Q11: Culture towards people learning. Support people developing new skills and practicing? 

Q12: Change for an individual on meso level. What did you learn that you can use to improve 

how you get along with other people? 

Q13 & 14 Structual level change: re anything unique and useful about what the organisation 

does that would improve the world if it was done more often.  
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Appendix D: Concepts to search  

Key concepts to look for in written, audio, visual and other organisational materials to 

assess levels of social and environmental wellbeing. 

Social: community, communication, companionship, confidence, delegation, efficacy, 

empathy, employability, empowerment, equality, generosity, group skills, interpersonal 

skills, intrapersonal skills, leadership skills, mentoring, negotiation, persuasion, relationship, 

self-esteem, self-worth, social inclusion, skill development, tolerance, validation 

Environment: alternatives, animals (not human), biodiversity, biophilia, clean, carbon-

neutral, compost, cool (energy), conservation, (reduce) consumption, earth-care, ecocentric, 

ecosystem, ecology, environment, fauna, flora, footprint, future, green, habitat, micro-

environment, natural, planetary health, plants, (NOT) pollution, pristine, protect, recycle, 

redesign, reduce, regenerate, renewable, restore, sustainable 
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Appendix E: Written consent information 

How hybrid organisations achieve their social and environmental goals and 

outcomes: Experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders.  

This is an invitation to participate in research project to share experiences and views of a hybrid 

organisation; that is a self-funding organisation that seeks to achieve environmental and social 

outcomes. 

This study seeks to explore and document examples of hybrid organisations and understand 

the factors that support the organisation in obtaining its goals. The research will be used to 

demonstrate that environmental and social perspectives can be successfully incorporated into 

a financially viable organisation,  

Why is the research being conducted? 

Measures of social and environmental wellbeing indicate improving outcomes in both areas is 

a substantial challenge. However hybrid organisations appear to be successful in achieving 

positive environmental and social outcomes. Also, as hybrid organisations are self-funding, the 

model may also provide secure funding while maintaining a high responsiveness towards 

improving wellbeing. This research seeks to identify how this hybrid model is successful and 

if involvement in such an organisations changes people’s ideas or actions about the natural 

environment or social wellbeing. It is hoped that the research will provide support for further 

collaboration between welfare workers, environmentalists and the business sector to increase 

mutual benefit.  

Who’s behind the research? 

The project is being supervised by Professor Donna McAuliffe (d.mcauliffe@griffith.edu.au), 

Dr Jennifer Boddy (j.boddy@griffith.edu.au), and Dr Leia Greenslade. The research is 

conducted by Sylvia Ramsay, Doctor of Philosophy candidate from the School of Human 

Services and Social Work at Griffith University. Contact: sylvia.ramsay@griffithuni.edu.au 

or phone: 0407 061 553 

Who can be involved? 

To be eligible the organisation must seek to achieve both environmental and social outcomes 

and it should obtain most of its funds from its own activities. The research will require initial 

permission from owners/managers for the organisaton to be studied. Once these pre-conditions 

are met anyone who is a stakeholder in the organisation is encouraged to participate through 

opt-in interviews. Unless the individual actively indicates they wish to opt out they may be 

included anonymously in observations of workplace activities. The research would also include 

reviewing documents, online and other materials about the organisation.  

How can individuals participate? 

Individuals may be included through de-identified observations while undertaking their usual 

work place tasks. Individuals will be asked to inform the researcher should they wish to be 

excluded from such observations. 

Individuals may choose to respond to open ended questions in a recorded interview with the 

researcher. These questions will be available to anyone to review at their leisure and should the 
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participant be concerned about talking to the questions they are free to write down their 

answers. Should individuals wish they can particpate through submitting their own account to 

be included in the documentary analysis.  

What will interview participants be asked to do? 

Individuals will be invited to participate in an interview of approximately one hour. Questions 

are designed to be non-intrusive and to seek the participant’s views and experiences of a hybrid 

organisation. Interviews will be audio recorded. Interview participants will be asked during the 

interview for clarification to ensure the information given is correctly understood. Participants 

will be given the opportunity to review collated data results and comment on their accuracy 

during the data collection period. For more information about what will happen with the audio 

recording, please refer to the privacy statement on the following page.  

Are there any benefits to individual participants? 

Individuals participating in interviews, questionnaires or providing an account will have the 

opportunity to reflect on work practices, which may prove beneficial for the participant. 

Sharing views will also contribute to the development of the understanding of environmental 

and social wellbeing in an organisational context. 

Are the benefits for the organisation?  

The organisation may be able to use data collected in the research project to inform assessments 

about the organisation. Data may also provide useful information to shape future plans. 

What are the risks? 

There are not any risks anticipated as a result of participation in the research. Any personal 

information obtained will be used for initial contact and follow-up purposes only and will be 

stored securely at Griffith University. All transcripts will be de-identified.  Information 

provided for this study will be retained for a period of five years post submission and then 

destroyed. 

While it is possible that your employer may be aware of your participatory status in the study, 

it is expected that given the nature of the study and the de-identification of data in published 

reports your decision to participate, or not, will in no way affect your relationship with your 

employer. You will have the opportunity to comment on a draft of the research report and have 

the right to withdraw consent at this point, for example you feel others may be able to guess 

your identity and this would have negative consequences for you.  

Do I have to participate?  

Your participation in the interview is completely voluntary and you can choose to stop 

participating at any point in the process.  

Does the study have ethical clearance? 

This study has received approval from Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee 

approval. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement of 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical 

conduct of this research project you should contact: Manager, Griffith University Research 

Ethics on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

Questions / further information 
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If you would like to take part in the study or if you have any further questions please contact 

the project researcher: Sylvia Ramsay  

 

Privacy statement  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 

be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or 

other regulatory authority requirements. No individual will be identified in any written 

material about the project and identifying details of individuals will not be kept with the 

audio recordings or transcripts. Audio recordings will be destroyed once participants 

have had the opportunity to review the transcripts. Participant’s personal details and 

transcriptions will be destroyed after seven years. Until their destruction, the audio 

recordings and personal details will only be available to the research team. A de-

identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your 

anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the 

University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-

publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 

The research has been granted ethical clearance from Griffith University (GU Ref 2018/103).  
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How hybrid organisations achieve their social and environmental goals and 

outcomes: Experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders. 

CONSENT FORM - Individual 

Researcher  

Sylvia Ramsay 

Contact Details 

0407061553; 

sylvia.ramsay@griffithuni.edu.au 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package, I have 

had any questions answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the research. In 

particular I consent to my involvement in this research in the following ways (please circle 

your answer). 

• Be observed in general workplace activities:  Yes / No 

• I am willing to participate in an interview:  Yes / No 

▪ I agree my responses in the interview will be audio recorded:  Yes / No  

• I have chosen to submit information to be used in the study by completing and 

submitting my own written account  Yes / No; 

• . I would like to be involved in reviewing the results and have the opportunity to make 

comments  Yes / No 

 and a message about this can be sent to me via (email/sms) ………………………...  

 

By signing I am also agreeing that I understand the risks involved; 

• there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research except for 

the opportunity for reflection; 

• my participation in this research is voluntary; 

• if I have any additional questions I can contact the researcher; 

• I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty; 

• I am involved with an organisation participating in this research project.  

•  I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 

Name 
 

Signature 
 

Date 
 

Gaurdian’s 

consent if 

Applicable 
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How hybrid organisations achieve their social and environmental goals and 

outcomes: Experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders. 

CONSENT FORM - Organisational 

Researcher  

Sylvia Ramsay 

Contact Details 

0407061553; 

sylvia.ramsay@griffithuni.edu.au 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package, I have 

had any questions answered to my satisfaction, and I agree for the organisation 

………………………………….. to be included as a case study in this research 

project. I am authorised to give permission for the organisation to be included in this project 

In particular understand and permit the research to be undertaken in the following ways  

• Participants will be observed in general workplace activities  

• Individuals will be asked to participate in interviews and the responses in the 

interviews will be audio recorded  

• I will ensure that the researcher is provided any necessary assistance to ensure that 

information about the research project is disseminated among all relevant parties. 

• I assist the researcher to access any audio, visual, online or written materials relating 

to the organisation to be reviewed for this research project. 

• . I will be involved, or will ensure a proxy will be involved in reviewing the results   

• I consent to data collected from this organisation being used by the researcher in 

meeting the requirements of her research organisation and in future academic 

publications. 

 

By signing I am also agreeing that I understand the risks involved; 

• there will be no direct benefit to the organisation other than access to anonymised 

collated data. 

• if I have any additional questions I can contact the researcher; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 

Name 
 

Position 
 

Signature 
 

Date 
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Appendix F: Project Notice  

This organisation is participating in the following research project.  

How hybrid organisations achieve their social and environmental goals and 

outcomes: Experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders. 

As part of this project observations of everyday workplace activities will be undertaken, as 

well as interviews and a review of written and online content about this organisation.  

Sylvia Ramsay, the researcher, is interested to interview anyone involved with the 

organisation as a worker, volunteer, customer, investor or manager. An interview is estimated 

to take about one hour and will be audio recorded. Interviews involve responding to open 

ended questions in relation to your experiences and ideas about the social and natural 

environmental aspects. Anyone may have a copy of the questions and you are free to take 

them away and write down your responses if you prefer.  

Any identifying information will be removed and collated results will be available for review 

and comment during the research period. Additionally, please let the researcher know if you 

have concerns about potentially being in the workplace observations. 

Please contact the researcher Sylvia Ramsay should you have any questions about the 

research or wish to be interviewed.  

sylvia.ramsay@griffithuni.edu.au or 0407 061 553 
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Appendix G: Support Resources 

If you are feeling down or overwhelmed you may wish to speak to your GP who can refer 

you to professional help, or you can contact: 

Beyond Blue  1300 224 636 

www.beyondblue.org.au  

Lifeline 13 11 14 

www.lifeline.org.au  

Mensline 1300 789 978 

www.mensline.org.au 

Logan Women’s Health and Wellbeing Centre 3803 8386 

www.loganwomen.com.au  

Kids Help Line for people up to 25 years and parents, carers or teachers who work with 

youth1800 55 1800 

http://kidshelpline.com.au  

Gallang Place supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People 3899 5041 

www.gallangplace.org.au 

Australain Unemployed Workers’ Union gives independent advice about Centrelink and Job 

Agencies  (03) 8394 5266 (10am -2pm AEST) 

http://unemployedworkersunion.com  

Quitline 13 78 48 

http://www.quitnow.gov.au  

Alcohol and Drug Information Service 1800 177 833 

www.qld.gov.au/health/staying-healthy/atods/drug-abuse/help 
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