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ABSTRACT
Agency-based approaches represent a fundamental advance in how researchers and policymakers can address questions
of place-based industrial strategy, including issues of governance, leadership, new technology and regional assets.
However, these approaches can be advanced further by recognizing the centrality of discourse in regional change. This
paper does this by synthesizing two conceptual frameworks: Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s trinity of change agency and
Moulaert et al.’s framework of Agency Structure Institutions Discourse (ASID). Deploying two Australian case studies
to shed light on drivers of change at the local scale, this paper demonstrates that discourse is a necessary component
of transformative regional processes. Furthermore, it contends that successful transformation is presupposed by the
extent to which local discourse overlaps with local opportunity spaces and forms of agency. Successful place-based
industrial strategies need to mobilize these multiple elements of regional change in order to maximize their potential
for success.
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INTRODUCTION

Globally, regions and industries have been threatened by
disruption, including shocks associated with the rise of
leading-edge technologies, international competition and
the economic crisis generated by the Covid-19 pandemic.
The latter threatens to worsen the consequences of uneven
development, with too many regions ‘left behind’ and
struggling to manage problems of industrial or demo-
graphic decline (Reckien & Martinez-Fernandez, 2011;
Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Such events threaten regions
with new ‘critical junctures’, or moments which portend
adverse transformations (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020).
The challenges of policy have been reflected in increased
academic attention to the need for local industrial strat-
egies (Bailey et al., 2019; Nurse & Sykes, 2020). Research-
ers have argued these strategies can be a catalyst for better
regional futures through a focus on the creation and local
capture of value. Specific actions include the diagnosis of
current and future competitive advantages; the

identification of key ‘vehicles’ for growth such as multina-
tional firms as ‘anchor’ tenants; establishing a branding
strategy; developing a niche within global production net-
works; and focusing on small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) to ensure a fair distribution of the
benefits arising from policy intervention (Bailey et al.,
2018; Beer et al., 2020). These policies seek to address
‘systematic and market failures… to create an environ-
ment (or stable/seedbed) from which “winners” may
arise’ (Bailey et al., 2019b, p. 177).

However, evidence to date has been suggestive rather
than definitive. The conditions that allow place-based
industrial strategies to be successful are not fully under-
stood (Miörner, 2020; Oinas et al., 2018). Questions
remain about the dependence of new, more prosperous,
economic trajectories on the adoption of emerging tech-
nologies (Bailey et al., 2018), the quality of local govern-
ance (Charron et al., 2014; Rodríguez-Pose, 2013), the
intrinsic resources of the region including human capital;
and the capacities of local leadership (Sotarauta, 2018).
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Growth also needs to be inclusive, and Lee (2019) has dis-
cussed how this concept draws attention to distributional
outcomes and the broader intent of development.

This paper has three goals. First, it looks to advance
recent contributions on the role of agency amongst local
and regional actors attempting to influence economic
pathways. While there is substantial scholarship on the
preconditions and dynamics that favour path reconfigura-
tion (Henning et al., 2013; Miörner, 2020), path trans-
formation (MacKinnon et al., 2009; MacKinnon et al.,
2019; Steen, 2016) and the emergence of new pathways
post-transition (Binz & Gong, 2021), these perspectives
are disparate and often contested (Boschma et al., 2017;
Hassink et al., 2019; Isaksen et al., 2018). In attempting
to advance debate about agency, this paper sheds light
on the moments and processes of change that result in a
city or region either carving out a new development trajec-
tory, or failing to transform – risking slower growth or
decline (Isaksen et al., 2018). The paper advances the lit-
erature by strengthening our understanding of the role of
discourse in shaping the vision or set of expectations for
a region (Steen, 2016), thereby enabling the creation of
new paths. These narratives of change enable the mobiliz-
ation of resources towards a specific path.

The paper explores this question of path realization or
regional agility (Sorensen et al., 2018) conceptually and
empirically by seeking to draw together two distinct, but
complementary, explanations of regional dynamics: the
Agency, Structure, Institutions and Discourse (ASID) fra-
mework of Moulaert et al. (2016), on the one hand, and
Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s (2020) ‘trinity’ of change agency,
on the other. In integrating these approaches, we empha-
size that the discourse of local actors constructs an inter-
pretive framework which enables actors to reinterpret the
past, spurring local leaders to respond to moments of
potential crisis. Third, the paper sets out to better under-
stand the contribution these perspectives on path creation
and path adjustment make to the advancement of place-
based industry policy.

To highlight the role of discourse and its interaction
with the structural conditions surrounding regions and
their development, the paper draws evidence from two
Australian case studies: the city of Whyalla in South Aus-
tralia and south-eastern Melbourne, Victoria. These
examples shed light on the role of discourse as one of
the drivers of place-based industrial change and the part
played by local strategy in facilitating transformation.
We establish a framework for understanding the processes
that enable regions, cities and communities to establish a
new economic trajectory (Hassink et al., 2019), and the
contribution place-based industrial strategy can make to
that rejuvenation.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. It
briefly reiterates the significance of an agency-led
approach to regional transformation and explains the facil-
itative role discourse can play. The paper outlines a com-
parative methodology that focuses on the role of
discourse and agency in transforming places with radically
different characteristics. It examines the way economic

change has been enacted in the steel-making city of
Whyalla, while it then focuses on the response of south-
east Melbourne to the demise of automotive manufactur-
ing in Australia. The final substantive section discusses the
findings and their implications for our knowledge of
regional processes and place-based industry policy.

FRAMING REGIONAL CHANGE:
DISCOURSE AS A COMPLEMENT TO
AGENCY AND OPPORTUNITY SPACE

Several bodies of literature have provided insights into the
causative processes behind regional economic growth or
decline. Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020, p. 2) note two
dominant theoretical traditions that address questions of
path development: Evolutionary Economic Geography
(EEG) and institutional theory.

EEG is a theoretical framework, an approach to the
analysis of economic geography that highlights the impor-
tance of dynamic approaches, path dependency and
ongoing learning in the evolution of regions. It compre-
hends the development of a regional industrial path as a
process (Martin, 2020). As Boschma and Martin (2007,
p. 536) argue, evolutionary theories of path development
are ‘dynamical’, deal with ‘irreversible processes’ and
‘cover the generation and impact of novelty as the ultimate
source of self-transformation’.1 In their work on the stages
of regional industrial path transformation, Baumgartin-
ger-Seiringer et al. (2021, p. 2) acknowledge the centrality
of innovation and adaptation which they interpret as path-
way-shaping, place-dependent phenomena. In this frame-
work, ‘assets, skills, and competencies developed in the
past’ influence ‘past, present and future choices’. Histori-
cally derived, local structures shape the possibilities avail-
able to regions (Martin & Sunley, 2006). In common
with Martin (2010), Baumgartinger-Seiringer et al.
(2021) recognize a duality at the core of regional evolution,
with both gradual and disruptive change possible, though
steady adaptation is considered the norm and emerges as
latent potential is valorized (MacKinnon et al., 2019).
Baumgartinger-Seiringer et al. (2021) noted critiques of
EEG-based explanations, especially their silence on the
role of agents other than firms. These alternative actors
include potentially powerful forces including institutions
such as universities (Njøs et al., 2020). Moreover, EEG
provides few insights into how planning for the future
reshapes local industry and awards little priority to the pur-
posive action of governments or communities (Hassink
et al., 2019).

Other researchers have examined how multiple new
paths may emerge in a single region (Frangenheim et al.,
2020) or the ways in which EEG can be integrated with
global production network approaches (MacKinnon
et al., 2019). Boschma et al. (2017) drew on the transition
studies literature but located their highly influential work
on related and unrelated diversification within EEG.
Researchers have also considered the role of purposeful
strategy, as well as bricolage – improvization – in the
development of new trajectories (Boschma et al., 2017;
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Garud & Karnøe, 2003). Binz and Gong (2021) examined
the legitimation dynamics associated with industrial path
development, while Miörner (2020, p. 4) focused on
how existing conditions ‘selectively reinforce some forms
of action and dampen others’. Drawing upon the sociology
of expectations, Steen (2016) highlighted the roles of
intentionality and choice in the development of new tech-
nologies and industries, as well as the ‘sense of collective
expectation’ (p. 1611) that drives strategy formation and
change. Henning et al. (2013) observed the rapid growth
in research articles focused on questions of path depen-
dence but noted significant gaps in the literature. These
included difficulties in operationalizing the concept
empirically; too strong a focus on understanding a single
path in a single region; and the failure to shed light on
the development trajectories not followed.

EEG-based explanations of regional growth argue pre-
vious events determine likely future outcomes. As Gril-
litsch and Sotarauta (2020) observe, this makes for a
relatively rigid set of pathways that cannot be redirected
easily. Evolutionary perspectives shed little light on
micro-level processes, that is, the detail of how and
where decisions were taken at the regional scale, or
where events unfolded to create a new future.

The second main theoretical tradition of institutional
theory follows the work of North (1990) and Amin
(1999) and acknowledges that ‘some regions grow signifi-
cantly more than could be expected, given their precondi-
tions, while the opposite is true for other regions’
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2013, p. 1036; Streeck & Thelen,
2005). Much of the focus is upon regions achieving the
‘right’ mix of institutions to thrive (Safford, 2004) or in
having appropriate institutions for the needs of the region
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2013). Institutional perspectives are
open to the prospect of disruptive change. Streeck and
Thelen (2005, p. 31) have noted that processes of displa-
cement, layering, drift, conversion and exhaustion alter
long-established pathways and usher in fundamental
change. As well as pointing to insufficient clarity about
the configuration of institutional structures that best ‘fits’
individual regions, Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) argue
that institutional approaches offer:

a dearth of knowledge about what actors do to create and

exploit opportunities… and why the effects of such efforts

differ between apparently similar places… the blind spot is

the role of agency and its relationship to structure.

(p. 2)

One consequence of these criticisms of evolutionary and
institutional theory is the need to focus on agency – the
actions people as individuals, or collectives, take to bring
about change and that stem from conscious intent (Gril-
litsch & Sotarauta, 2020).

Grillitsch and Sotarauta identify three types of change
agency: innovative entrepreneurship which serves as the
path-breaking trigger for innovations that generate new
economic opportunities; institutional entrepreneurship
where key actors seek to change institutions and challenge

the status quo; and place-based leadership where groups
work together to combine competencies and resources
(Sotarauta, 2016, 2018). Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020)
also identify three types of opportunity space which
shape and constrain possible options for regional and
local actors: time specific – what is possible given the cur-
rent stock of global knowledge, institutions and resources;
region specific – reflecting regional preconditions; and
agent specific – the differentiated opportunities and
capacities of individual agents to bring about change.

This combination of agency and opportunity space
forms a ‘trinity’ of change potential that works at a micro-
level to reshape development pathways. This observation
resonates with Hassink et al.’s (2019) contention that
new industrial pathways can potentially emerge from
diverse actors. Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) argue the
capacity to reconfigure local economic conditions resides
in multiple sources of change, including the private sector,
public institutions and government agencies, and commu-
nities. Importantly, they differentiate their analytical fra-
mework from others by focusing on concrete processes
shaping regional outcomes. They argue that too much
conceptualization has taken place at an abstract level, mak-
ing the translation from theory to practice difficult. Theirs
is a bottom-up perspective which emphasizes the need to
embrace the messy complex of factors reshaping regions
and the ways in which actors make sense of change. As
they argue:

empirical studies should not only aim at describing how

regional paths evolve but also at unveiling to what extent,

why and how a multitude of actors shaped this evolution

… empirical studies need to zoom in also on the ‘subjective’

stories of individuals, and grasp their perceptions, intentions

and change strategies.

(p. 717)

This framework significantly advances our understanding
of the processes that underpin the economic pathways
for regions. Its two-dimensional (change agency and
opportunity space) understanding of change provides
insights about ‘who’ is able to initiate change and ‘what’
factors make transition possible. However, it provides
insufficient insight into ‘how’ change happens, including
the enabling motivations and narratives that bring about
change. This additional insight can be found in the work
of Moulaert et al. (2016) where discourse is recognized
as pivotal.

Moulaert et al. offer a broad, meta-theoretical frame-
work known as Agency, Structure, Institutions, Discourse
(ASID) that transcends a simple categorization into either
an institutional or evolutionary perspective, with the
authors acknowledging the integration of several estab-
lished theories. As they argued:

For an adequate account of socio-economic development

processes one must refer to the actions that steer or influence

development processes, the structures that both constrain and

enable action, the institutions that guide or hamper actions
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and mediate the relation between structures and action, and

the discourses and discursive practices that are part of these

agencies.

(pp. 168–169)

While ASID is intended to apply on multiple scales, Mou-
laert et al. focused on the formation of agency at the local
scale where development is dependent upon a small num-
ber of key firms, as well as the dynamics linking insti-
tutions at the local, regional, national and global scales.
This means the ASID framework can be meaningfully
synthesized with Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s (2020)
agency-based approach to regional change.

To begin with, the two approaches have mutually cog-
nisant understandings of agency. Moulaert et al. (2016,
p. 169) frame agency as ‘meaningful human behaviour’,
with a focus on actions with strategic intent; for instance,
the creation or adaptation of institutions and discourses.
Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) have a similar view of
agency, which is framed at a very broad level, at the
more precise scale of regional pathways: ‘a regional growth
path can hence be seen as the nexus of intentional, purpo-
sive and meaningful actions of many actors, and the
intended and unintended consequences of these actions’
(p. 4).

Similarly, Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s notion of opportu-
nity space resonates with Moulaert et al.’s (2016) heuristic
deployment of structure and institutions. Structure is
defined by the latter as a very broad category which limits
the power of agents in ‘the short-to-medium run’ – that is,
it determines what actors cannot do – whereas institutions
are understood as ‘socialised structures’ which comprise
‘more or less coherent, interconnected [sets] of routines,
organizational practices, conventions, rules, sanctioning
mechanisms, and practices… ’ (Moulaert et al., 2016,
p. 169). Just as Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020) specify
agency in a precise way, they also deploy the constraining
influences of structure and institutions within their con-
cept of opportunity space, which is present in a city or
region at a defined point in time. Opportunity space
acknowledges what is possible with respect to prevailing
social and economic structures and institutions, estab-
lished regional conditions, the global stock of knowledge
and technology, and the capability of local actors. The
concept forces researchers to consider the realm of possibi-
lities available to a region and how those opportunities are
shaped by history, infrastructure, natural assets, national
and global economic conditions.

Grillitsch and Sotarauta make little explicit reference
to discourse. This is a notable point of difference with
Moulaert et al. (2016, p. 167), for whom agency itself is
seen to be ‘discursively and materially reproduced and
transformed’. Discourse is taken to be ‘the production of
intersubjective sense or meaning-making. It is an essential
moment of action (as meaningful behaviour)’ (p. 169).

We argue the incorporation of discourse into Grillitsch
and Sotarauta’s (2020) trinity of change offers a significant
advance in agency-based approaches to regional change.
The argument place-based change is made possible by

how meaning is constructed resonates with the substantial
body of work on transformational place leadership (Col-
linge & Gibney, 2010), and the role of place leaders in
developing and communicating a common understanding
of future possibilities. It is consistent with the priority
afforded to regional plans or ‘visions’ by Baumgartinger-
Seiringer et al. (2021) and Steen (2016), where such
future-focused statements constitute a form of discourse.
There is also congruence with scholarship emphasizing
‘joint expectations’ and ‘conventions’ amongst private
firms and public institutions as a basis for collaborative
action (Hassink et al., 2019). A further advantage is Mou-
laert et al.’s (2016, p. 175) acknowledgment of discourse as
an iterative process. They noted the ASID framework:

adopts an evolutionary perspective to examine the variation,

selection and retention of specific discourses and therefore

highlights the semiotic factors that makes some discourses

more resonant than others, more likely to be selected as

the basis for strategic action and policy making, and more

likely to be institutionalised.

Moulaert et al. direct us to examine more closely the devel-
opment and impact of discourse in and of itself, not just as
a dimension of leadership, when considering processes of
path development.

In our analysis, the inclusion of discourse adds a third
axis of change to Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s (2020) frame-
work. Figure 1 adds the dimension of discourse which
interacts with various forms of agency and dimensions of
opportunity space. Different combinations of agency and
opportunity space interact with different types of discourse
to produce the complex outcomes we witness around the
globe. Depending upon conditions in each place and at
each moment of time, different discourses emphasize
either the relative importance of the state (discourse of
effective government action), private business (discourse
of markets) or partnerships that span industry, govern-
ments and the community (discourse of partnership).

The explicit recognition of discourse as a process and
driver of change at critical junctures enhances the model
developed by Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020). In earlier
work, Sotarauta (2016, p. 73) observed that interpretive
power – alongside network power – was one of the most
important forms of influence available to place leaders.
Interpretive power includes the encouragement of other
actors through writings and presentations; the represen-
tations of alternative futures and the promotion of the
region; influencing others by bringing forth new knowl-
edge; and affecting public sentiment via the media. Din-
more and Beer (2021) have further extended this
argument, drawing attention to the narrative devices
deployed by leaders and how they reshape the perspectives
of individuals and communities.

The remainder of this paper seeks to test this frame-
work empirically through its application to the comparison
of two regions which needed to respond urgently to indus-
trial transformation. In both instances we apply the con-
ceptual framework developed above and presented
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graphically in Figure 1. It serves as a set of organizing prin-
ciples driving the examination of change, and the part
played by context, agents and discourses in justifying,
and making sense of, new path creation. As the case
studies suggest, not all dimensions of agency, opportunity
space and discourse are significant in each instance. How-
ever, each is latent – a potential driver of transformation if
the appropriate conditions arise. For example, place lea-
dership may be critical where institutional agency or entre-
preneurial agency is underdeveloped (Beer, 2014), while a
discourse of partnership may be necessary if governments
or the private sector are unwilling to act alone.

METHODOLOGY

This paper compares two urban areas in Australia. Austra-
lian cities exhibit different economic profiles to European
or North American cities because of their relative isolation
from global production networks and the comparatively
weak fiscal role of municipal government. In Australia’s
federal system, policymaking at the federal and state
level is dominant.

To draw out the impact of local agency and discourse,
as well as the opportunity spaces evident in each region, we
selected regions which experienced comparable outcomes
despite their very different circumstances: south-east Mel-
bourne and Whyalla (Figure 2). South-east Melbourne is
one of the most densely populated and economically

important centres within Australia’s second largest metro-
polis, whereas Whyalla is a small, and relatively remote,
city on South Australia’s coast. Actors in both regions
were confronted by a critical juncture in their economies:
In south-east Melbourne, the winding down and demise
of automotive manufacturing and, in Whyalla, a crisis in
steel making. As we demonstrate, diverse interventions
have made possible new futures.

Our approach draws upon the comparison of ‘most
different’ cases with a ‘similar outcome’ (or MDSO), a
methodology devised originally from Mill’s (1843) ‘indir-
ect method of difference’. This research deploys a paired
case design in which many characteristics, such as popu-
lation size, economic output, industry profile and geo-
graphical isolation, differ but where at least one common
causal mechanism – an urgent and concerted response to
industrial transformation – can be identified (Berg-
Schlosser & De Meur, 2009; Rihoux, 2006).

In comparing these case studies, the research deploys
the model developed above (cf. Figure 1). This means
focusing first on the transformation of opportunity spaces
in each location; second, on local change agency; and
third, the shifts in discourse among local leaders which
empowered and provided a context for the development
of agency. In each place, we deployed semi-structured
interviews based on a list of up to 12 questions designed
to elicit responses around the opportunity spaces evident
when the city was confronted by crisis. We examined

Figure 1. Discourse, agency and opportunity space: a framework for action and analysis.
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the types of agency evident during that process of change
and the narratives used by leaders to make sense of trans-
formative action.

Four in-depth interviews were undertaken in Whyalla
and seven in south-east Melbourne, with interviewees
including business leaders, the media, local government
officers and elected officials. Interviews were recorded,
transcribed and analysed to draw out key themes with
open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Axial coding was
then used to cross match themes with our core research
questions about agency and discourse in response to criti-
cal junctures. Our analysis uncovered a shift in narrative
among interview participants which emerged as responses
to local crises evolved. Where necessary, participant iden-
tities have been anonymised.

ECONOMIC TRANSITION AND INDUSTRY
IN WHYALLA

Opportunity space
Whyalla is a small city in South Australia located on the
Eyre Peninsula near the head of the Spencer Gulf, 237
km from Adelaide (Figure 2). It remains on the periphery
of the Australian economy, surrounded by desert and
located on the traditional lands of the Barngala people.
The population has declined for decades, from a peak in
the mid-1970s of 33,000 to 20,114 at the 2016 Census.

Whyalla was born as an industrial town. It was estab-
lished in 1901 (as Hummock Hill) as a shipping port for
iron ore from the mine at nearby Iron Knob, part of the
Middleback Range. Broken Hill Pty Ltd (BHP) opened

a blast furnace for the production of iron and steel in
1941 and also began building ships for the Royal Austra-
lian Navy. In 1944 a water pipeline was completed, remov-
ing a major constraint on industrial development and
population growth. By 1968, BHP had opened an inte-
grated steel works. During this period the population
grew by 3000 annually, many of whom were migrants
from Europe. BHP’s workforce in steel production and
shipbuilding reached nearly 7000 by 1970. The shipyards
closed in 1978, a critical juncture which brought several
decades of remarkable growth to an end. Since then, the
city has experienced several more critical junctures as
steel production has continued to decline. The most recent
shock occurred in 2016 when the Whyalla Steelworks –
which BHP had transferred to a spin-off company, OneS-
teel (later renamed Arrium) in 2000 – went into adminis-
tration in the face of mounting debts. The steelworks,
which had remained the centrepiece of the city economy,
had come under increased pressure after 2008 because of
greater competition from lower cost competitors in Asia,
weak demand after the global recession of 2008/09 and
the challenges of operating a relatively small steelworks
using out-of-date technology. By the time the steelworks
confronted bankruptcy in 2016 the opportunity space for
local actors was severely constrained by decades of dein-
dustrialization, exposing the city’s dependence on steel
production and compounding the risks of its geographical
isolation from key nodes in global production networks.
Its circumstances were worsened further by the fiscal
weakness of local governments in Australia’s federal
system.

Figure 2. Locality map: south-east Melbourne and Whyalla, Australia.
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Agency
The responses of the Whyalla City Council to these criti-
cal junctures, including the 2016 events, were constrained
by the city’s limited resources. Lacking a strong revenue
base, it was unable to act decisively and was forced to
rely on support from the South Australian and Australian
governments. In the 1990s the city sought to improve
Whyalla’s liveability and attractiveness to investors and
potential investors, directing Australian government-pro-
vided funds to beautify the foreshore and improve overall
amenity. But such investments could not reverse the over-
all trend of decline, which continued into the 2000s. Fur-
thermore, the small pool of SMEs in the region remained
dependent on the steelworks and were unable to overcome
economic challenges without external assistance.

Economic crisis in 2016 was transformed by the inter-
vention of an external multinational with an expansive glo-
bal production network. In 2017, Whyalla’s steelworks
were bought by the British-based industrialist Sanjeev
Gupta, through his company Liberty Steel. This purchase
heralded a programme to transform the city. Gupta separ-
ated the steel making and mining activities previously
undertaken by Arrium, with Liberty Steel undertaking
the former and a separate company, SIMEC, the latter,
with the two coming together under the banner of the
GFG Alliance. Gupta also purchased a majority share-
holding in a local firm – Zen Energy – as a vehicle for
securing renewable energy into his businesses.

Gupta’s purchase of the Whyalla operations and the
associated plans for reinvestment attracted considerable
media attention. This was heightened by high-profile
events featuring the Australian Prime Minister, the South
Australian Premier, Gupta and executives from European
and other companies. Shortly after taking control, parent
company, Liberty House, announced plans that included
a A$600 million upgrade of steel making facilities to
boost annual production to 1.8 million tonnes per annum
and advance investment in renewable energy, including a
280 MW solar farm and substantial battery storage.
These interventions had a transformative impact on local
views about the economic viability of the city. However,
these perspectives were cognisant of the city’s ongoing
dependence on external forces – in this case, the core agency
of Liberty Steel and its global production network. The
possibility for generating new types of local agency were
framed by the development of a dominant discourse about
Whyalla’s place in global and national political economies.

Discourse
Industrial and demographic decline have become part of
Whyalla’s development narrative since the 1970s (Beer
& Keane, 2000). But the discourse that emerged in
response to the 2016 critical juncture among local govern-
ment and business leaders can be divided into two periods.
The first brief period, which came in the immediate after-
math of Liberty’s purchase of the Whyalla Steelworks in
2017, was characterized by a strong discourse of private
sector action rejuvenating Whyalla’s economy where

earlier public sector programmes had failed. The view
was that prior government neglect had failed to provide
Whyalla with direct benefits from Australia’s mineral
resource boom in the 2000s, including minimal benefits
from BHP’s expansion of its copper/gold/uranium mine
at Olympic Dam, some 400 km to the north-east, or the
anticipated development of mines in the Gawler Craton
to Whyalla’s north and west.

Whyalla’s integration into Gupta’s global production
network was initially framed as a substantial local opportu-
nity. Two years after buying the Whyalla facility, Gupta
purchased a further seven steel plants in Europe, with
facilities located in Macedonia, Romania, Italy and the
Czech Republic. This acquisition made Liberty Steel–
GFG Alliance the third largest steel producer in Europe,
with the Whyalla plant potentially benefitting from the
marketing, technological development and industry lin-
kages of this global enterprise. The new renewable energy
programme was framed locally as the ‘ultimate liberator for
Australian industry’ (Puddy, 2018), breaking the reliance
on fossil fuels and providing low-cost electricity for the
foreseeable future. This vision of a new and resurgent
Whyalla was to be supported by new, local investment in
tourism and hospitality, as well as modest government
grants, parallel Chinese investment in horticulture, and
the development of a new recycling business. Government
press announcements underscored the depth and breadth
of this transformation by forecasting growth of Whyalla’s
population to 70,000 within 15 years, while the prime
minister labelled Whyalla the nation’s ‘comeback city’
(Fedorowytsch & Keane, 2018).

The second phase of this discourse, which emerged
over the two years following Gupta’s initial buyout, was a
story ofWhyalla as a work in progress with mixed perspec-
tives on the likelihood of success. For some, the injection of
additional investment and the embrace of renewable tech-
nologies was a chance to capitalize on the emergence of
cost-effective clean energy production (as a time-specific
opportunity), ready access to high-grade iron ore (as a
region-specific opportunity), and the potential created
through integration into a global manufacturing enterprise
(an agent specific opportunity). As one entrepreneur work-
ing in the renewable energy sector commented:

I think Whyalla as a community has an exciting future.…

But it’s not just the steelworks – it’s everything else… rather

than digging up and exporting the raw product we’ll be able to

value add to all these things now which will be a huge benefit.

(interview, July 2020)

For this informant, the agency offered by the leadership of
Sanjeev Gupta and his companies, while important, was
part of the transformation of the Whyalla economy but
not the sole driver. Instead, the respondent felt that:

It won’t enable change by itself – the actual resource and

low-cost energy will enable the change – but it [Gupta’s lea-

dership] offers benefits and it will attract companies.

(interview, July 2020)
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Emphasizing the shift towards dependence on private sec-
tor actors in local discourse, the Australian government
was perceived as having little or no role in improving
Whyalla’s prospects. The state government was acknowl-
edged for the part it played in facilitating – and partly
financing – the transfer of assets from Arrium to Liberty
House. Gupta was perceived as providing the leadership
needed to reinvent Whyalla and secure its future, accord-
ing to one informant from the media:

He’s done a lot of media. I guess it depends what your view is

of him. I think everyone wants him to succeed but there are

people who doubt him. This is sort of his bread and butter.

This is what he does. He goes into places that are really

struggling and he turns them around.

(interview, 20 August 2020)

Others within Whyalla and its region were more circum-
spect about interpreting the transfer of the steelworks from
Arrium to Liberty House as a major turning point in the
city’s history. These commentators remarked on the rela-
tively slow progress in making the steelworks profitable,
with one informant from the media noting:

From my perspective… there has not been a lot of pro-

gression with the actual upgrade of the steelworks itself.

… [The] steelworks are still in a bad spot. It’s still losing

money. [Gupta is] still trying to turn that around … .

(interview, August 2020)

These reservations appear justified given requests by
GFG Group for further financial assistance from the
South Australian government (Marchant, 2020) and
ongoing cost pressures within the enterprise (Siebert &
Marchant, 2020). There is also a sense that the ‘opportu-
nity space’ represented by Gupta’s involvement with
Whyalla may be time limited: in mid-2020, GFG sold
Zen Energy (Martin, 2020), the company it purchased
to deliver renewable energy into its plant back to its orig-
inal owners, while investing in a manganese alloy smelter
in Tasmania (Champ, 2020). These actions suggest
there is uncertainty around Gupta’s reinvestment in
Whyalla’s steelmaking capacity. From 2016 to 2021, dis-
cussions around Whyalla and its future have been domi-
nated by the perceived leadership and potential impact
of a single private sector actor, with relatively small conver-
gences between the discourse of leadership and the realiz-
ation of opportunities. The small cohort of firms involved
in regeneration and the limited investment by the Austra-
lian Government have made for a narrow channel for the
emergence of a new Whyalla.

ECONOMIC TRANSITION AND INDUSTRY
IN SOUTH-EAST MELBOURNE

Opportunity space
South-east Melbourne is one of Australia’s most populous
urban areas with around 1.2 million residents and over
500,000 in paid work. It is one of Australia’s most

important manufacturing centres. Over 100,000 people,
or around 17% cent of people in paid work, are engaged
in manufacturing, with most concentrated in Dandenong
and adjacent suburbs (SEM, 2020). By comparison, only
7% of the labour force worked in manufacturing Austra-
lia-wide (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2020).

Historically, manufacturing in south-east Melbourne
has been focused on the automotive industry. In recent
decades, Australia’s largest group of auto supply chain
firms clustered in this area. By 2013, around 120 auto
firms were based there. These ranged from multinational
firms supplying car manufacturers directly, through to
mid-sized firms, as well as smaller family-owned firms.
However, this concentration has been challenged over
time by the demise and eventual disappearance of dom-
estic auto manufacturing. Conditions of trade liberaliza-
tion, which began in the early 1980s, ultimately led to a
succession of closures. In south-east Melbourne, Nissan
closed its assembly plant in 1992 after 26 years of local
production. General Motors Holden (GMH) closed its
local assembly plant in 1996 after 40 years of production.
In 2013 and 2014, Australia’s last three carmakers –
Ford, Toyota and GMH – progressively announced their
intention to close their remaining Australian assembly
plants, generating a critical juncture for south-east Mel-
bourne’s auto manufacturing suppliers.

Unlike Whyalla, no external industry leaders inter-
vened to rescue south-east Melbourne from its depen-
dence on auto manufacturing. There was no ‘saviour’ in
the shape of a Sanjeev Gupta or similar. Instead, the
region had to rely on prevailing regional assets. Transition
was made possible by the combination of region-specific
opportunities arising from being located at the core of
the national economy; time-specific opportunities as
firms were able to reposition in a period of steady – albeit
modest – economic growth; and agent specific opportu-
nities as central governments took advantage of their bud-
getary power to fund significant programmes.

Agency
The critical juncture represented by the automotive closure
announcements in 2013–14 spurred local policymakers to
take advantage of a range of programmes at the Federal
and State Government level, including subsidies for supply
chain firms and incentives to encourage diversification into
manufacturing outside the auto industry. This urgency
reflected initial fears that firm closures would significantly
damage the area. Early studies anticipated 40,000–50,000
jobs would be lost nationwide due to the final closure (Pro-
ductivity Commission, 2014). At least half the national
total – around 25,000 job losses – was expected to occur
in Victoria. Around 80% of these were expected in the
supply chain, with most in south-east Melbourne.

Although fiscally much weaker than these higher tiers
of government, the intervention of local government
actors, alongside local business networks, enhanced the
effectiveness of programmes set up and designed to assist
smaller supply chain firms. Around 80% of local manufac-
turers employed fewer than 20 people and 90% employed
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fewer than 30 people. These firms commonly lacked the
R&D capabilities, staffing or expertise needed to tran-
sition into new markets.

Local business networks facilitated knowledge transfer
to hundreds of firms seeking support. This included the
Committee for Dandenong which represented local
firms across multiple industries; the South East Business
Network (SEBN) which formed as a local manufacturing
network in the early 1990s and later became incorporated
within the structure of local government; and the South
East Melbourne Manufacturing Alliance which rep-
resented over 200 manufacturing firms.

These interventions helped many businesses recover. A
dozen companies that obtained direct assistance from local
government were able to diversify into new areas, joining
the majority of supply chain firms in the region which
also survived. Most firms abandoned their auto industry
origins to focus on business in aerospace, construction,
mining, defence, railways or food processing. Several
firms were also able to benefit from ongoing local manu-
facturing in trains and trams/streetcars (Bombardier),
trucks (Iveco and Kenworth/Paccar), trailers (Vawdrey),
caravans (Jayco), cranes (Altec) as well as major casting
plants (Nissan and AW Bell).

Discourse
Two successive types of discourse emerged among leading
local actors over the period from 2014 to 2018 in response
to the looming closure of auto manufacturing. First, there
was a strongly developed discourse of an impending jobs
crisis which provided the foundation for urgent action.
This narrative of crisis was dominant from immediately
after the closure announcements in 2013–16.

This initial fear-driven narrative was reflected in inter-
views with local policymakers:

[What] we’re facing here in south-east Melbourne is very

considerably higher unemployment and a pretty dismal

future for the current workforce.… I am concerned for a

workforce that’s in its 40s and 50s, with potentially 10–20

years productive work life left, who ought to be given a

chance… .

(Mark Dreyfus, Local Member for Isaacs, Federal

House of Representatives, September 2016)

This view was echoed by state government representatives
in the local area:

[There is] nervousness, by and large… [and] a fair bit of

anxiety.…Everyone can see [the closure of auto manufac-

turing] is looming. Everyone has great concerns… about

what it all means for the future of industry and for workers.

(Gabrielle Williams, Member for Dandenong,

Victorian Legislative Assembly, June 2016)

These sentiments were also shared by local government
officials with the manager of South East Business Net-
works, City of Greater Dandenong, noting:

[Some] companies… are having a terrible time.…They are

in crisis-mode.… [The] councillors were very concerned. In

March [2015], the councillors had heard figures of around

4000 job losses [projected for this area]. They wanted to

do something.

(September 2016)

Unlike Whyalla, however, where the intervention of Lib-
erty Steel served to highlight the relative weakness of local
actors compared to global forces, the narrative of crisis in
south-east Melbourne was performative – it drove local
actors in government and business to take meaningful
action. Staff in the City of Greater Dandenong, for
example, were instrumental in connecting local businesses
to higher level government support:

We have always made companies aware of the federal and

state assistance programs that are around.… [But when]

we talked to the State [Government], we said that some of

them aren’t in a position to take up this assistance.…To

look at diversification requires levels of resources that these

businesses just don’t have because they have to plough every-

thing into maintaining the businesses that they’ve got.…

Some companies need more of the hand-holding support

that we’ve been able to [provide].

(Officer, City of Greater Dandenong, September 2016)

The performative dimension of the crisis narrative cata-
lysed the emergence of a new storyline. Having taken
urgent action, initial fears from 2014 until 2016 were dis-
placed by a discourse of cautious optimism from 2016 until
2018. Interviewees expressed this as a chronicle in which
the initial response was effective in dealing with the clo-
sures, which led to the development of the second dis-
course that the region would develop a new growth path
by diversifying its existing manufacturing base. In our
interviews, this was epitomized by the comment made
by the local state government parliamentary representative:

Manufacturing has a great future in this region.… [If] you

look at the manufacturing precinct in Dandenong South,

there are massive opportunities to diversify into other man-

ufacturing areas.… [We] have quite a big transport manu-

facturing hub in Dandenong South where trains, trams,

trucks and buses are made. You name it, if it’s on wheels

or tracks, we make it. There’s a perceived crossover there

where a lot of the skills coming out of auto [manufacturing]

might be transferred to these other areas. But equally there’s

a growing emphasis on advanced manufacturing.…Manu-

facturing is still seen in general as a good opportunity… .

(Williams)

Change in south-east Melbourne over the period 2014–18
was thus a product of the actions of government and the
private sector operating alongside each other. There was
first a discourse of crisis, followed by a narrative of confi-
dence in the reality of economic transformation. Impor-
tantly, south-east Melbourne was able to redirect its
economic path over this period because the opportunity
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space, agency of key actors within the economy, and the
discourse, were all sufficient influence to drive change.
The overlap between these factors was of a scale sufficient
to convert opportunity into outcomes.

DISCUSSION

One of the goals of this paper is to better understand the
contribution emerging perspectives on path creation make
to the advancement of place-based industry policy. Value-
capture strategies which break down barriers to knowledge
flows across, and through, business networks are a core
issue if place-based industry policy is to generate benefits
locally. Bailey et al. (2018) have argued more effective
information exchange can be achieved in several ways,
including the introduction of ‘anchor tenants’ into regions.
These are firms which are capable of sharing technology
and thereby diffusing the benefits of engagement with
the knowledge economy. Their presence generates extern-
alities which raise local productivity. Anchor tenants,
which can be private sector firms, including multina-
tionals, or public institutions such as universities, perform
an important bridging role within places.

More broadly, Bailey et al. (2018) argued strategies
need to balance actions that incentivise firm growth and
innovation with those that maximize the local benefits of
value creation. They suggest this regional ‘stickiness’ can
be achieved through the creation of clusters, the co-
location of activities and the building of regional ecosys-
tems. Regions also need to identify their competitive
advantages and establish ‘place renewing leadership’
(p. 11). Public agencies can assist in this endeavour by
shaping economic development policies that are synchro-
nized with broader structural change within the economy.

The successful implementation of place-based indus-
trial policy seeks to implement a transition in regional
economies. It represents one instance of the broader pro-
cesses of path reshaping. Critically, this focus on economic
transition redirects the analysis away from the articulation
of the outcomes to be achieved (Bailey et al., 2018) to a
focus on how positive change can be implemented. This
article complements these claims with its focus on the
roles of discourse, narrative and interpretive power in
establishing goals and objectives locally. Its analytical
focus on agency, opportunity space and discourse draws
attention to the multiple and overlapping drivers of change
at the scale of cities and regions and their intersection with
industry. Importantly, the paper shows that the power of
discourse to induce new path development is not a func-
tion of the extent of the crises; rather, it is a function of
institutional strength, the number and types entrepreneurs
involved, and the capacity to move into new opportunity
spaces.

Both south-east Melbourne and Whyalla were con-
fronted by critical junctures – the impact of the closure
of the Australian car industry in the former case, and the
potential collapse of steelmaking in the latter. Change
was inevitable for both, but the nature, pace and direction
of change was uncertain. The most critical drivers of

transformation in south-east Melbourne were institutional
support and leadership provided by SME-oriented
business and government networks. In Whyalla, change
was a product of the opportunities opened up by inno-
vation in low-cost renewable energy and the arrival of an
entrepreneurial investor with a global network.

In terms of opportunity space, south-east Melbourne’s
time-specific opportunity found expression in the impera-
tive to act expeditiously as automotive manufacturing
closed and associated assistance programmes remained
available. The area also possessed region-specific assets
in the form of manufacturing nodes in tram, train and
truck manufacturing. It also held significant human capital
in the form of SME entrepreneurs and skilled employees.
There were agent-specific opportunities generated by
responsive and pragmatic policymakers. These advantages
were magnified by the area’s proximity to the city of Mel-
bourne as a centre of commercial and financial power. In
Whyalla, a time-specific opportunity was generated by
the emergence of renewable energy technologies that sig-
nificantly reduced costs and could be implemented at scale.
Whyalla also possessed region-specific assets in the form
of mineral wealth and fixed assets in steel manufacturing.
These overlapped with the agent-specific opportunity cre-
ated by Gupta’s engagement with the city.

The agency of change differed significantly between
Whyalla and south-east Melbourne. Given Sanjeev Gup-
ta’s transformation of local steel manufacturing, innovative
entrepreneurship was the central form of agency in
Whyalla. In south-east Melbourne, by contrast, there
was a combination of all three forms of entrepreneurship
identified by Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s (2020), including
forward planning and diversification by SMEs (innovative
entrepreneurship), significant resource mobilization and
collaboration by federal, state and local governments
(institutional entrepreneurship), and cooperation between
governments and local business networks in enabling
SMEs to access support (place-based leadership). Most
of these features were not evident in Whyalla, which
depended overwhelmingly upon the timely integration of
local assets with an expanding global production network.

While there are clear differences between south-east
Melbourne and Whyalla in terms of agency and opportu-
nity space, the discourse of change was critical for both.
This emphasizes the ways in which discourse is pivotal
to understanding how cities and regions move to a new
pathway, it also informs the implementation of place-
based industry policy. In this research, discourse mani-
fested itself as a sequence of narratives that shaped atti-
tudes among local business leaders and policymakers. It
exerted a powerful influence in providing an interpretative
framework for crises of industrial transformation.

It is important to also recognize the intersections
between agency, opportunity space and discourse. Change
is not a matter of selecting one factor, such as the interven-
tion of key leaders, the development of new markets or
technologies, or the outcome of an enabling rhetoric but,
rather, it is the product of a matrix of interactive factors,
each of which has multiple dimensions. Positive outcomes
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are most likely to emerge where there is significant conver-
gence between new opportunities, a commitment by key
actors from across a number of sectors to mobilize change
and a positive – and well informed – narrative on the pro-
cess for achieving a better future (Table 1).

In south-east Melbourne, the extent of this overlap was
much greater than inWhyalla. This meant discourse could
become more than simply an interpretive framework for
local actors; it also became a framework for action. An
initial rhetoric of fear over potentially devastating plant
closures and job losses spurred local businesses and policy-
makers into action, enabling more firms to survive the cri-
sis. Early successes also shifted the terrain of discourse

from trepidation to a cautious optimism. A similar narra-
tive of measured hope also emerged in Whyalla after 2017
but, unlike south-east Melbourne, discourse did not ‘feed-
back’ to incentivise collaboration among local agents who,
in turn could generate a new, widened, opportunity space.
The optimism of Whyalla was, instead, coloured by
underlying concern about dependence on a single entre-
preneur and the vulnerability of the city to future shocks.

The findings of this paper encourage both academics
and policymakers to consider multidimensional factors of
change. Core components of place-based industrial strat-
egy, including the need to identify competitive advantages
and growth mechanisms like foreign direct investment,

Table 1. Drivers of change in the economic pathways of south-east Melbourne and Whyalla.
South-east Melbourne Whyalla

Most important factors

Multilayered government (institutional) support New opportunity space – the transformative

potential of low-cost renewable energy

Leadership of multiple small and medium-sized

enterprises (SMEs)

Arrival of global investor

Opportunity space

Time specific Imperative to act in response to auto industry

closure

Emergence of low-cost solar and other

renewable energy technologies

Region specific Legacy of skilled workforce and SMEs,

manufacturing opportunities beyond the auto

sector, good access to markets in Melbourne and

Sydney

Substantial, newly acknowledged renewable

energy; existing mineral resources; fixed capital

assets in steel manufacturing

Agent specific Diffuse government engagement, small-scale

entrepreneurs

Significant global investor, global resources and

networks, including supply chains

Agency

Innovative

entrepreneurship

Small-scale investment, decision to diversify rather

than closed

Ambitious programme of investment and

expansion

Institutional

entrepreneurship

Significant – mainly in the form of government

investment

Not significant

Place-based leadership Evident – reflected in the actions of multiple

businesses and local policymakers

Not evident

Discourse

Discourse of effective

government action

Strong – multiple visible programmes Weakly developed, supportive role only

Discourse of markets Modest – acknowledgement of a crisis averted Strongly developed and highly visible

Discourse of partnership Moderate to strong Relatively weak

Intersections between agency, opportunity, and discourse

Size of key intersections Substantial Small scale

Nature of key

intersections

Significant intersection between the narrative of

partnership between government, private sector

investment, restructuring businesses and the

regional economy after the loss of auto

manufacturing

Largest intersections between the narrative of

private sector action and time/region-specific

opportunities. Very limited points of contact

between agency, opportunity space and

discourse
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integration into global production networks, branding
strategies, or the integration of SMEs into economic
development (Bailey et al., 2018), can be readily under-
stood with reference to the model outlined here. Place-
based industrial strategies that focus on region- or time-
specific opportunities will be stronger if they consider
questions of discourse, especially if regional or local narra-
tives provide a framework that empowers local actors. This
analytical framework also highlights the points of overlap
or intersection between the three determinants of econ-
omic change; that narratives for change, not simply narra-
tives of change, can both become influential when these
elements reinforce each other. South-east Melbourne
demonstrates how such an intersection can lead to impact-
ful local action. By contrast, Whyalla demonstrates how
the absence of such an intersection – and an over-depen-
dence on external economic and political forces – contrib-
utes to an ongoing narrative of vulnerability and
pessimism.

CONCLUSIONS

Understanding how regions change is a fundamental chal-
lenge for regional researchers and policymakers. Over the
past two decades significant advances have been made in
EEG, institutional theory, place leadership and broader
meta-theoretical paradigms. Recent contributions by Gril-
litsch and Sotarauta (2020) represent a major turning point
in these debates. This paper has sought to further our
understanding in this field by inserting discourse as an
active element in change-making, and emphasizing inter-
action effects in shaping regional transformations. The
paper established three objectives. First, it looked to
advance recent contributions on the role of agency
amongst local and regional actors attempting to influence
economic pathways. Second, it sought to explore the ques-
tion of path realization or regional agility, drawing
together two distinct, but complementary, explanations
of regional dynamics: the ASID framework of Moulaert
et al. (2016) and Grillitsch and Sotarauta’s (2020) ‘trinity’
of change agency. Third, the paper set out to better under-
stand the contribution these emerging perspectives on
path creation and path adjustment could make to place-
based industry policy. Following Grillitsch and Sotarauta
(2020), the paper acknowledged the limitations of estab-
lished theoretical positions based on EEG or institutional
theory and the centrality of agency in regional transform-
ations. It advanced their agency-centric interpretation of
regional dynamics by drawing on the work of Moulaert
et al. (2016), which recognized discourse as an active
element in the reconfiguration of local economies. The
two case studies highlighted the prominent role of dis-
course in empowering action, but how it also served as a
force for change in, and of, itself. This represents a funda-
mental advance conceptually.

The findings inform policymakers on how to construct
place-based industrial strategies that are more likely to
succeed. The scale of analysis and theorization that under-
pins this model better informs place-based industrial

strategy: it is sensitive to context, cognizant of the interlin-
kages that exist at the regional or city scale and able to
articulate goals that relate to the growth and prosperity
of specific places. Importantly, the findings of this paper
emphasize the need for place-based industrial strategy to
step beyond a focus on enhancing the opportunities avail-
able to a region through technological upgrading. A multi-
faceted approach is called for, one that is able to mobilize
leadership in all its forms, establish a framework for envi-
saging positive change and creating the business opportu-
nities that will shape a new future. This perspective has the
potential to reshape industry policy in a way that is more
place sensitive (Iammarino et al., 2017).

Increasingly policymakers seek to encourage more
balanced and inclusive growth, with this imperative gain-
ing impetus as economies recover from the impacts of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Nations realize that economic recov-
ery cannot be limited to a small number of sectors or
regions, and that policy tools are needed that can foster
growth across diverse contexts (Andrews, 2020). And, as
Lee (2019) observed, there is a need to find models of
inclusive growth that resonate at the local level. The
post-Covid world represents a new set of opportunity
spaces and the potential to develop a forward-looking nar-
rative of sustainable growth, supported by diverse actors.
The approach to path creation outlined in this paper has
the potential to transform regional pathways and ensure
the inclusion of all. Nations will only be able to deliver
inclusive growth when they have policy frameworks that
are fit for purpose, and this includes strategies that enable
cities and regions to ‘pivot’ their economies and secure
prosperity in the face of adversity.
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