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Introduction 
 
Regional Profiling is a ‘tool’ that regional NRM bodies can use to assist in their 
understanding of their region.  The purpose of a profile is to present a comprehensive 
‘picture’ of the region to aid planning and decision-making. 
 
The purpose of these guidelines is to provide practical guidance to the Regional Natural 
Resource Management Bodies of Qld (regional NRM bodies) for compiling regional 
economic and social profiles when designing natural resource management (NRM) plans and 
investment strategies.  This should be used in conjunction with Jim Cavaye’s guidelines 
“Integrating Economic and Social Issues in Regional Natural Resource Management 
Planning”.  
 
The Queensland/Commonwealth NAP Joint Steering Committee have developed a set of key 
requirements for including social and economic considerations for the accreditation of NRM 
plans.  As part of these expectations it is necessary for regional NRM bodies to compile social 
and economic profiles of their regions.  These guidelines have been formulated to help meet 
these requirements and include: 
 

• Why compile a profile? 
• Compiling a regional profile, specifically: 

- The social and economic characteristics to include in a profile; 
- What data can/should be used?  
- Suggested sources of data; and 
- Suggested characterisitcs.  

 
 
Why compile a profile? 
 
Profiling is an important part of the planning process.  Planning for natural resource 
management requires an understanding of the social and economic characteristics of a region, 
in addition to biophysical aspects.  This need arises because management actions identified 
within the plan will need the support of the community to be successfully carried out.  To 
harness this support, it is necessary to understand the social and economic characteristics of 
the regional community that will undertake identified actions or will be impacted by them.   
 
By compiling a comprehensive profile, insights into the unique character of a region can be 
gained.  Regional NRM bodies are then able to identify those characteristics which will 
influence the way that people interact and engage with natural resource management.  
Regional NRM bodies can also start to identify those sectors of their regional communities 
who will be affected directly and indirectly by actions, and for whatever reason do not have 
the capacity to participate. Participatory models can then be developed which more actively 
engage these sectors.  Ultimately, profiling helps our planning to be more transparent, 
accountable and robust, thereby increasing its acceptability by the community. 
 
A good profile will not only describe current social and economic values and conditions but 
will also include trends in those conditions.  These trends will highlight the social and 
economic forces at work in the region.  A profile that includes these factors will then form a 
basis for determining the impacts (both social and economic) of strategies aimed at improving 
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natural resource management, and how best to mitigate the negative and promote the positive 
impacts on sectors of the community.   
 
And finally, developing, and regularly updating a profile allows us to track changes in the 
regional community, noticing industry and sectoral changes, changes to employment, social 
cohesion and engagement resulting from natural resource management actions.  In summary, 
knowing how the region changes over time can assist enormously in the planning process. 
  
 
Compiling a regional profile 
 
Social and economic characteristics to include in a profile 
 
A regional profile is composed of a number of elements – social, economic and biophysical 
(for the purposes of this document, ‘cultural’ aspects are considered as an element of ‘social’).  
It is important to link social and economic issues with biophysical issues wherever possible.  
For example, the natural resource base may influence the income and employment generated 
in a region.  The reverse also applies – social and economic characteristics affect how 
resources are used.  The following discusses characteristics that can usefully be included in 
the social and economic component of the regional profile.   
 
A regional social and economic profile is a means of providing insight into the community, by 
examining its values, priorities and trends.  It should provide a comprehensive picture of the 
region and the subgroups, or ‘sub-communities’ within.  The profile should be more than a 
snapshot and should allow decision-makers to learn enough about the community to make 
appropriately considered decisions with respect to the community.  It should highlight 
regional strengths and weaknesses, allowing decision-makers to gain perspective into the 
community/ies as to their needs and abilities.   
 
Over time, the profile should be developed to include as much information as resources 
permit to illustrate social and community networks, cultural diversity, social and economic 
infrastructure, and social fragmentation and resilience, and how these issues inter-relate to 
natural resource use and management.  Establishing trends in population and migration and 
linking these with trends in employment and unemployment, accompanied by an explanation 
for the trends, can provide important insights. 
 
The economic component of the profile is just one subset, albeit an important one, of the 
overall profile, offering important insights into the condition and character of regional society.  
The major sectors in the region need to be identified along with their relative contribution to 
the region’s economy.  Identification of the major economic trends and drivers in a region 
such as production, employment and income are basic to a profile.  The employment and 
income generated by the major industries over time should also be assessed and linked to 
social conditions.  Of particular interest might be trends in the level and variability of farm 
and household incomes in primary industry sectors, and the extent to which incomes are 
supplemented by off-farm income.  There may also be other economic and social factors that 
might influence the ability of resource managers to undertake improved natural resource 
management.  The linkages between the regional economy and the rest of the world need to 
be examined so that the influence of external factors can be taken into account.   
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What data can/should be used? 
 
The type of information necessary to include in the profile will be different for each of the 
regions, due to region specific characteristics and availability of data.  However, there are still 
common elements of data that are useful to all regions.  The following is therefore meant as a 
guide to the type of information which can be considered for inclusion. This is not exhaustive.  
Profiles should not be limited to this data, nor must all of this data be included.  It is important 
for regional NRM bodies to spend some time considering their region and what data might be 
important to include.  Some of these data suggestions might be unavailable and/or difficult to 
collect for some regions and therefore not able to be included.   
 
 

 
The guiding principle should be that important data is identified and as much of this 
as time and resources permits, should be collected, interpreted and included so that a 
‘picture’ of the region emerges to facilitate understanding and decision-making 
concerning natural resource management.   
 

 
It is important to point out that just because a characteristic is ‘immeasurable’ does not mean 
that it should not be included in a profile.  The aim of the profile is to gain a picture of the 
region – this should not be confined to statistics.  It is important to include values, attitudes 
and priorities which are important to the community.  These can simply be listed or discussed 
without assigning an economic value to them – it still helps to gain insight into the region.  
This information may be difficult to collect, particularly at a regional level.  It may be 
necessary to break the region up into communities for some data collection and analysis in 
order to gain meaningful insights into the character of the whole region.   
 
Sometimes it is appropriate to include information that has not been collected in a ‘valid’ 
manner, if it adds some perspective and value to the profile.  This can be included as 
anecdotal evidence and may include information which is simply ‘known’ to locals but is 
unlikely to be identified, measured and included by an outside researcher.  While regional 
NRM bodies should be careful as to the extent that they rely on such information and should 
clearly stipulate that it is simply anecdotal evidence, they should develop some confidence of 
its validity to inform decision-making.  
 
It may also be helpful for regional NRM bodies to use national data where it is available, for 
comparison with regional data.  This can assist in making the regional data more meaningful. 
 
 
Suggested sources of data to include in social and economic profiles 
 
Table 1 provides a list of regional/community characteristics that may be included in a social 
and economic profile, and possible/potential data sources.  The Queensland Regional Bodies 
Information System (QRBIS) has been specifically developed for regional NRM bodies 
which includes some of the data in the following table, best fitted to regional areas.  QRBIS is 
available for use by all regional NRM bodies.  For other demographic and economic data, the 
Australian Census of Population and Housing, Basic Community Profiles provides useful 
information.   
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When deciding what to include in a regional profile, regional NRM bodies should 
ask: What information needs to be included to provide an ‘outsider’ with enough 
insight into our region to understand basic characteristics such as priorities, values 
and trends – especially those that will affect regional natural resource planning and 
management? 
 

 
 
Gathering some of the data included in the following table is a challenging task, given 
resource, time and even methodology constraints, but not an impossible one over the course 
of time.  While such comprehensive profiling may not be achievable for NRM plans in the 
short-term, building regional profiles should be an ongoing exercise.  Regional NRM bodies 
should aim to eventually have a comprehensive regional profile which includes qualitative 
and quantitative information at the appropriate regional or community level.  The profile 
should be dynamic and flexible allowing updating as data becomes available. 
 
 

 
Accessible data should be sourced for NRM plan development, but gathering useful 
additional data should be part of a dynamic planning process.   
 

 
 
Suggested characteristics 
 
Attached is a table outlining potentially useful data sets that could be used in a profiling 
exercise and the rationale for their use. 
 
It is important for regional NRM bodies to realise that while they may not necessarily have 
the power, or responsibility to influence many of these social and economic characteristics, it 
is vital that they understand them, and factor them wherever necessary, into decision-making.   
 
Understanding the Table: 
The table has been split into four columns.  The first gives the data categories which regional 
NRM bodies can consider including in their profiles.  The general groupings that these have 
been placed in are not absolute – many categories are equally relevant in other groupings.  
 
The second column gives some indication of the time-frame that regional NRM bodies could 
expect to collect this data within.  This column also provides some indication of the priority 
of a data characteristic for NRM planning – they are not listed in order of priority.   The 
differences in time-frame are a result of availability of data – a data set may need to be 
collected by regional NRM bodies themselves and thus may be difficult in the short-term (due 
to funding and time constraints).  Alternatively, given the increasing body of work being done 
on social and economic data collection, this paper does include data characteristics which may 
not be available yet but which we might expect could soon become available.  
 
As an indication of time-frame, short-term data could be expected to be gathered either 
immediately or within the very near future; medium-term could take one to five years to 
either collect or become available through other means (eg. ABS); and long-term, could take 
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more than five years.  The later includes data that may be important to know but for which 
there is no agreed methodology for its collection, or collection is time-consuming or 
expensive, making it difficult to collect in the near future.  A good example of this is social 
capital data – methodologies are currently being developed for such data collection but are not 
widely agreed upon as yet.  As mentioned above, compiling and using a profile should be an 
on-going exercise.   
 
The third column gives some rationale for the inclusion of the data category, outlining why it 
might be useful for natural resource management.  Again, this is not exhaustive.  
The purpose of the final column is to give regional NRM bodies some indication of where 
suggested data can be sourced.  Again, this is not exhaustive and regional NRM bodies 
themselves will have ideas for data sources in addition to these.  If the data can be found in 
QRBIS this is indicated in this column. 
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Pulling it all together 
 
While this document’s emphasis has been on data gathering, the fundamental purpose of a profile is 
to inform natural resource management.  Therefore, ‘pulling it all together’, to understand what the 
profile means for natural resource management is the most important step in the profiling process.  
That is, after compiling the profile, regional NRM bodies need to consider how the social and 
economic characteristics they have identified might affect natural resource management.   
 
A number of questions need to be asked to understand how social and economic characteristics 
might influence natural resource management.  Possible questions and examples of hypothetical 
answers are given below to guide regional NRM bodies in the interpretation of their profiles.  These 
examples are based on a limited number of indicators however, the aim is to consider the ‘big 
picture’, using as many indicators as possible. 
 

• What does the profile tell us about the potential in the community to embrace opportunities 
resulting from meeting resource condition targets? 

 
If the profile reveals high income levels and agricultural diversification, then this might suggest an 
existing capacity to help meet resource condition targets.  Alternatively, economic hardship as 
indicated by employment, income and farm financial characteristics might suggest a reduced 
capacity to react positively to diversification opportunities.  On the other hand, economic hardship 
might actually mean that the region is receptive to opportunities which might reverse these trends.  
 

• What does the profile tell us about the community’s stability and resilience if there are 
major (or minor) economic changes? For example, which sectors might be the most 
susceptible to impacts from natural resource management? 

 
If a natural resource management decision threatens the livelihood of, or potentially may lead to 
economic changes for a particular industry, then indicators such as employment by industry should 
reveal those sectors of the region which are directly or indirectly dependent on that industry.  It can 
then be determined where positive or negative impacts might be felt, and how best to mitigate or 
promote those impacts. 
 

• What does the profile tell us about the economic dependency of the region on the various 
industry sectors?  How does this relate to natural resource management actions? 

 
If regional economic production is dominated by the mining sector but employment dominated by 
the agricultural sector then the effects of improved natural resource management may not effect 
overall regional economic viability.  However, there may be important social and economic impacts 
within the agricultural sector that need to be addressed within the natural resource management 
plan. 
 

• What does the profile tell us about the financial capacity of landholders to undertake 
natural resource management change? 

 
If farm family income shows a variable but downward decline then it may indicate a dependency on 
(declining) world commodity prices or the effects of seasonal variation.  Farm families in this 
situation may have fewer resources to devote to natural resource management.  Therefore, extra 
incentives may be needed for lower income farm families to undertake change. 
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• Have trends in the unemployment rate been influenced by natural resource condition 

trends? 
 
If there is a trend for increased unemployment in a region which is dependent on the agricultural 
sector, this may indicate declining value or volume of production.  This could be a result of world 
prices, drought or land degradation.  As a result further population may be lost from the area and the 
potential for off farm work reduced. 
 

• What does the profile tell us about the community’s capacity to change to more sustainable 
practices?  

 
Low participation rates in land care groups, a lack of property planning and uptake of incentives for 
natural resource management, as well as a reliance on drought assistance suggests a reduced 
willingness and capacity to change to sustainable practices.  If the profile reveals high participation 
rates in volunteer organisations particularly natural resource management groups, and community 
values which favour sustainable land management, then the community’s capacity is likely to be 
higher. 
 

• What does the profile tell us about the most appropriate mechanisms to promote change? 
 
If the profile reveals high participation in a community-based natural resource management group, 
then this suggests an opportunity to promote a change in practices through this group.  Additionally, 
if the profile reveals limited access to the internet, then clearly internet-based attempts to promote 
change would not be appropriate.   
 

• What does the profile tell us about the community’s capacity to participate in community 
based natural resource management? 

 
If the profile reveals that the community is faced with poor social infrastructure such as transport 
and childcare facilities, and/or a predominance of single parent households, then combined with 
other indicators, it might suggest that sectors of the community are not in a position to actively 
participate in community-based natural resource management.  This might suggest that in order to 
encourage full participation, organisers might have to provide transport to meetings and childcare 
facilities. 
 
 
The above are examples of how the profile might be used to inform natural resource management 
for regional NRM bodies.  There are a range of other social and economic indicators included in the 
table above, which can be used to draw conclusions and inferences for natural resource 
management. 
 
 
Contacts: 
For further information and assistance on putting a profile together and how the profile may aid 
natural resource management decision-making please contact Jeanette Stanley (07 32247741) or 
Beth Clouston (07 32247734) at the Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Energy, for social 
and economic advice respectively. 
 




