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Abstract 

The task of converting the rhetoric of sustainable development to real action and 

change is one that poses significant challenges for local and central government 

agencies.  The complexity of this task is compounded by the increasing acceptance 

that the impediments to advancing the sustainable development agenda are largely 

institutional.  This thesis argues that, unless explicit consideration is given to 

understanding institutional change for sustainable development and the ways in which 

it can be enabled, little progress is likely to be made.   

This thesis sets out to examine the contribution of building institutional capacity in 

enabling institutional change for sustainable development.  In doing so it starts by 

developing conceptual frameworks for both institutional capacity and institutional 

change.  The institutional capacity framework illustrates the integrated nature of 

capacity building for progressing sustainable development, and the conceptual 

framework of institutional change is designed to help agencies understand the 

complexity and holistic nature of institutional change.  These conceptual frameworks 

were developed initially from an analysis of empirical material relating to the 

institutional issues associated with advancing sustainable development and were 

informed by the theoretical perspectives provided by new institutionalism and 

capacity building.  Further refinement of the conceptual frameworks was possible by 

using a case study of a multi-agency public sector sustainable development initiative 

in the Auckland region of New Zealand.   

Analysis of interviews revealed that the building of institutional capacity is enmeshed 

with institutional change for sustainable development.  The failure to understand the 
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integrated and holistic nature of capacity building has an impact on the success of 

multi-agency public sector initiatives seeking to change current policy and practice.  

From the case study and further analysis of the empirical and theoretical literature it 

was possible to develop a set of institutional design principles that incorporate the 

conceptual frameworks and seek to make them applicable for the design of multi-

agency initiatives.  These institutional design principles were tested and refined 

through further interviews with case study participants, resulting in the development 

of a process for designing and implementing multi-agency public sector sustainable 

development initiatives. 

The design process embeds the conceptual frameworks for institutional capacity and 

institutional change, and demonstrates that the task of progressing sustainable 

development is a process of change and can be enabled by a focus on applying the 

institutional design principles developed through this research.  It is critical, first, that 

design of new initiatives takes account of the existing institutional landscape and 

identifies the necessary shifts in each dimension of institutions to ensure institutional 

change, makes as much use of existing structures as possible, is clear on the purpose 

of the initiative, specifies the extent of coordination sought between agencies and 

identifies specific mechanisms to steer integration.  The second key component of 

institutional design is the identification of the institutional capacities required to 

support the institutional change sought from the initiative, their development during 

the course of an initiative, and the incorporation of evaluation and reflection as a key 

element of the process of implementation. 
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The findings of this research contribute to our understanding of the capacities required 

to facilitate institutional change and the elements of institutional design that can shape 

efforts by the public sector to advance sustainable development. 



 

iv 

Acknowledgements 

Having time to think is often something that we lack as professionals, so being able to 

blend research with practice has allowed me the freedom to do just that.  Over the past 

six or so years I have been on a journey that has taken me from being a planning 

practitioner working on a range of interesting projects, to being a sustainability 

strategist, who is passionate about helping clients to design and deliver projects that 

will advance sustainable development.  The knowledge and learning gained through 

this research, my involvement in the Low Impact Urban Design and Development 

research programme, and a wide variety of exciting consulting projects, has 

challenged me to think differently about how to communicate change, strengthened 

my belief that all the professions can and must work together, and allowed me to more 

fully appreciate the enormity of the task placed on central and local government 

agencies and officials in progressing the sustainable development agenda. 

My journey would not have been possible without the support of a range of 

‘counsellors’.  There was the ‘operational’ counsellor, Penny Lysnar, who was able to 

simply explain complex theoretical ideas to me, including ‘operationalise’ and 

‘discourse’; the ‘sauvignon’ counsellors, Penelope, Karen, Megan and Kus, who 

helped me deal with the insanity of being a mum to twins, running a business and 

writing a PhD; the ‘been there, done that’ counsellors, Megan and Peter, who often 

gloated that they had finished their PhDs already, and reminded me that no-one ever 

reads them when you are finished anyway; the ‘providers of space for writing’ 

counsellors, Jane, Paul, Jim, Paula, Gillian, Peter, Megan and Ricky, who let me use 

their homes for writing; and, the ‘we could use someone like you’ counsellors, 



 

v 

Waitakere City Council and Christchurch City Council, who gave me the opportunity 

to test and apply my ideas in the real world.   

A couple of special thanks are also in order.  I need to thank my family - Hamish, 

Alec and Zoe - who have supported me through this adventure and put up with me 

abandoning them in the evenings and weekends to write this thesis.  I can’t wait to 

hear them cheer when I go on stage to become Dr Viv.  To my father-in-law Jamie 

who helped with some final edits.  And to my parents, Murray and Jenny Heslop, who 

tried their hardest to understand what on earth my PhD was all about.  To Dr Tom 

Fookes who came on board towards the end of my journey to help me get over the 

final hurdle and get this darn thing submitted – he did such a great job that he 

managed to convince me not to throw in the towel.  And finally Professor Jenny 

Dixon, who talked me into doing this and then helped me through.  She has enjoyed 

the opportunity to add a number of ‘vivisms’ to her vocabulary and I am confident 

this will add greatly to her professional development! 

Thanks also to the New Zealand Foundation for Research, Science and Technology 

for their financial support. 

 



 

vi 

Table of Contents 

Abstract          i 

Acknowledgements         iv 

Table of Contents         vi 

List of Tables and Figures        x 

Abbreviations          xi 

One A Changing Institutional Landscape      1 

1.1 Introduction        1 

1.2 The Challenge of Moving from Rhetoric to Action   3 

1.3 Theoretical Perspectives      8 

1.4 Research Approach       11 

1.5 Chapter Outline        15 

Two Moving on from the Rhetoric of Sustainable Development   18 

2.1 Introduction        18 

2.2 The Institutional Hurdles to Change     19 

2.3 Participants, Processes and Pathways as Dimensions of  

Institutional Change       23 

2.3.1 Pathways       23 

2.3.2 Processes       29 

2.3.3 Participants       35 

2.4 The Institutional Context for Advancing Sustainable Development  

in New Zealand        42 

2.4.1 The Institutional Impediments in New Zealand  43 

2.4.2 Issues of Capacity:  An Exploration of the New  

Zealand Context      48 

Three Changing the Institutional Landscape Using Capacity Building  56 

3.1 Introduction        56 

3.2 New Institutionalism: Exploring the Theory    57 



 

vii 

3.3 Applying a New Institutionalist Perspective to Understanding 

Institutional Change       61 

3.3.1 The Conceptual Framework of Institutional Change 

for Sustainable Development     67 

3.4 The Practice of Capacity Building     72 

3.4.1 A Focus on Capacities for Sustainable Development  76 

3.4.2 The Contribution of Collaboration in Building Capacity 81 

3.4.3 The Conceptual Framework of Institutional Capacity 

for Sustainable Development     84 

3.5 Connecting the Concepts of Capacity and Change   87 

Four A Case Study of Capacity and Change     90 

4.1 Introduction        90 

4.2 The Role of the Case Study       91 

4.2.1 The Case Study Methodology     92 

4.3 The Case Study:  Emerging Alliances to Progress Sustainable 

Development in Auckland      94 

4.4 Building the Connection with Institutional Change Framework 106 

4.5 Data Collection        107 

4.5.1 Key Participant Interviews     109 

4.6 Data Analysis and Reporting      114 

Five Building Institutional Capacity:  The Urban Form, Design and  

Development Initiative       118 

5.1 Introduction        118 

5.2 Individual Capacity:  Participants     119 

5.2.1 ‘Soft’ Skills       119 

5.2.2 The Skill to Broker Relationships    120 

5.2.3 A Manager of Process      123 

5.3 Organisational Capacity:  Processes     125 

5.4 Relational Capacity:  Processes      126 

5.4.1 Learning Journeys      126 



 

viii 

5.4.2 Purposeful Networking     128 

5.4.3 Building and Maintaining Relationships   129 

5.4.4 Shared Understanding      131 

5.4.5 The Dynamics of Collaboration    133 

5.5 Enabling Capacity:  Pathways      134 

5.6 The Building of Institutional Capacity:  A Discussion of the  

UFDD Initiative        136 

5.6.1 Individual Capacity      136 

5.6.2 Organisational Capacity     142 

5.6.3 Relational Capacity      143 

5.6.4 Enabling Capacity      147 

5.7 The Contribution of the UFDD Initiative Case Study to the  

Conceptual Framework of Institutional Capacity   148 

Six Enabling Institutional Change:  The Contribution of the Urban Form,  

Design and Development Initiative      154 

6.1 Introduction        154 

6.2 Formation, Evolution and Operation     155 

6.2.1 Forming and Evolving     155 

6.2.2 Managing Workloads      162 

6.2.3 Extending Horizons      165 

6.3 Institutional Change:  Driving the Institutional Landscape  

Towards Sustainable Development     168 

6.3.1 Understanding Institutional Change:   

Participants’ Perspectives     168 

6.4 Institutional Change:  A Conceptual Framework for Analysis  179 

6.4.1 The Normative:  Knowledge Resources   180 

6.4.2 The Cognitive:  Relational Resources    184 

6.4.3 The Regulative:  The Capacity to Mobilise   186 

6.5 Building the Necessary Institutional Capacity to Support  

Institutional Change:  The Gap Between Rhetoric and Action  188 



 

ix 

Seven Advancing the Understanding of Institutional Capacity and Institutional 

Change for Sustainable Development      195 

7.1 Introduction        195 

7.2 Developing the Institutional Design Principles    196 

7.3 The Principles of Institutional Design     201 

7.3.1 Principle One:  Clearly Define the Purpose of the New 

Institutional Arena       202 

7.3.2 Principle Two:  Understand the Existing Institutional 

Landscape and Determine the Shifts that Need to  

Occur for Institutional Change    203 

7.3.3 Principle Three:  Define How Much Coordination is  

Sought        204 

7.3.4 Principle Four: Make Use of Existing Institutional  

Structures        204 

7.3.5 Principle Five: Identify the Mechanisms to Steer  

Integration       205 

7.3.6 Principle Six:  Build Collective Institutional Capacity to 

Support Institutional Change     205 

7.3.7 Principle Seven:  Determine Evaluation Methods and  

Measures of Success      207 

7.4 Testing and Refining the Principles of Institutional Design  208 

7.5 A Design Process to Enable Multi-Agency Initiatives to Advance 

Institutional Change for Sustainable Development   215 

Eight The Institutional Imperative:  A Key to Progressing Sustainable  

Development         220 

 8.1 Introduction        220 

 8.2 Research Intentions       220 

 8.3 Contributions        223 

 8.4 Issuing a Challenge to the Planning Profession   224 

 8.5 Future Research        226 

Appendix One – Phase One Interview Guideline for the Case Study   228 

Appendix Two – Phase Two Interview Guideline for the Case Study  233 

Bibliography          240 



 

x 

Lists of Tables and Figures 

Figure One The Research Approach     14 

Figure Two The Conceptual Framework of Institutional Change for  

Sustainable Development     71 

Figure Three Elements of Institutional Capacity    75 

Table One The Conceptual Framework Institutional Capacity for 

Sustainable Development     86 

Figure Four Matrix of Institutional Capacity and Institutional Change  

for Sustainable Development    88 

Figure Five The Structure of the Auckland Sustainable Cities 

Programme       99 

Figure Six The Scope of the Urban Form, Design and Development 

Initiative       101 

Table Two UFDD Project Objectives     103 

Table Three UFDD Deliverables      104-105 

Figure Seven Observations of the UFDD Initiative Against the  

Institutional Change Conceptual Framework  106-107 

Figure Eight Background to Data Collection    108-109 

Table Four Additions to the Institutional Capacity Framework  149-150 

Table Five The Institutional Capacity Framework for Advancing  

Sustainable Development     151-153 

Figure Nine The Matrix of Institutional Capacity and Institutional  

Change:  A Comparison of the UFDD Initiative  191-193 

Figure Ten Collective Institutional Capacity    207 

Table Six Findings from Phase-Two Interviews with UFDD  

Initiative Key Participants     213-214 

Figure Eleven The Design Process to Advance Sustainable  

Development Using Multi-Agency Initiatives  217 

!



 

xi 

Glossary 

ASCP  Auckland Sustainable Cities Programme 

DFID  Department of International Development 

DMPC  Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 

ICLEI  International Council for Local Environmental Issues 

LGA  Local Government Act 

LIUDD Low Impact Urban Design and Development research programme 

MFE  Ministry for the Environment 

OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PCE  Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

PRISM Pacific Rim Institute of Sustainable Management 

PUCM  Planning Under a Co-operative Mandate research programme 

RGF  Regional Growth Forum 

RMA  Resource Management Act 

SDPoA Sustainable Development for New Zealand Programme of Action 

UFDD  Urban Form, Design and Development 

UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 

WCED  World Commission on Environment and Development 

WHAT  World Humanity Action Trust Governance Programme 

WSSD  World Summit on Sustainable Development 

WSUD  Water Sensitive Urban Design 

!


