
Places in transition
Navigating the changing identity of growth areas 

by building system preparedness for 

transformational change

Jennifer Michelmore, CEO, Studio THI



Rapid population growth and urban change is already here, and will 

continue to increase in our capital city regions over the next 20 yrs.

2001 - 2021 growth 

3.5  million people

2021-2041 growth

6.1 million people 

Australia’s outer urban growth 

areas approx. growth of 

2.7 million people to 2036

NGAA, A Snapshot of Australia’s fast growing outer suburbs, 

Presentation for NGAA Conference, City of Swan, November 20219 



Challenges, opportunities & responsibility 





How might we harness this 

once in a generation 

opportunity to leverage urban 

growth to create equitable and 

resilient futures for all?

Inclusive 

cities



FROM

Managing 

urban growth

To harness this opportunity requires 

a step change in our thinking and practice 

TO

Leading 

transformational 

urban change



Transformational 

urban change 

Requires our system to 

collective champion and 

deliver inclusive, loveable 

and regenerative  

urban growth



Transformational 

urban change 

Our system’s collective 

ability to champion and 

deliver inclusive, loveable 

and regenerative  

urban growth

Are we 

change ready?

We need to collectively 

champion step-change 

ambitions that create great 

places for generations to 

come & collaboratively 

navigate the changing 

urban identity of 

communities

Are we

change ready?



Key attributes of a change ready system
5Cs of system preparedness 

Content

A compelling 

sustainable urban 

change ambition

System ownership 

& understanding 

of why change is 

required and its 

challenges & 

benefits

Capacity

A depth of urban 

change literacy in 

the community & 

key stakeholders

A depth of urban 

transition 

leadership 

capabilities across 

the system’s 

practitioners 

Context

Define place 

values & shape 

new identities 

Define 

opportunities for 

place re-

attachment

Priority 

geographies & 

communities

Culture

Trust & confidence 

in actors 

Strong community 

participation & 

citizenship

Collaborative 

relationships & 

governance

Champions

A network of 

transition 

champions who 

collaborate to 

address 

challenges & 

realise benefits



An adaptation of 

Carbon Tunnel Vision graphic 

by Jan Konietzko

Capacity

Urban change literacy

Awareness 

Understanding 

Knowledge 

Citizenship

Understanding 

planning & urban 

design schemes



SELF
Authentic, transparent 

communication, an ability to read 

and respond appropriately to 

different reactions to change.

SYSTEM
Knowledge of how the urban 

change system works, the role and 

power of different actors and the 

specific levers you have influence 

over in your role.

PLACE
Understand principles of great 

urban outcomes and what needs to 

be in place to achieve them. 

CHANGE
Ability to shape generative 

conversations with the community 

on how to navigate the changing 

urban identity of neighbourhoods 

and realise the benefits of growth.

Capacity 

Urban 

Transition 

Leadership

Individuals & 

organisations who 

are proficient in the 

practice of urban 

change 

management

STRATEGY
Ability to collaboratively develop 

and execute urban change 

management strategies in a 

complex, often contested 

environment.



Context

Place (re) 

attachment

Sensible but challenging

Relatively comfortable

Comfortable



Culture

System trust & 

collaboration readiness

Culture

Future conscious 

citizens



Key attributes of a change ready system
Is your urban system ready for transformational change?

Content

A compelling 

urban change 

ambition

System ownership 

& understanding 

of why change is 

required and its 

challenges & 

benefits

Capacity

A depth of urban 

change literacy in 

the community & 

key stakeholders

A depth of urban 

transition 

leadership 

capabilities across 

the system’s 

practitioners 

Context

Define place 

values & shape 

new identities 

Define 

opportunities for 

place re-

attachment

Priority 

geographies & 

communities

Culture

Trust & confidence 

in actors 

Strong community 

participation & 

citizenship

Collaborative 

relationships & 

governance

Champions

A network of 

transition 

champions who 

collaborate to 

address 

challenges & 

realise benefits



Build

Preparedness

Understand system 

preparedness

Build urban change 

literacy & transition 

leadership capabilities

Develop ownership & 

understanding of change 

challenges & benefits

Define 

Ambition

Co-create a step-change 

urban agenda -

maximising benefits 

and empowering 

cross-system ownership 

of transformation ambition

Navigate 

Change

Collaboratively deliver 

transition strategy, 

manage challenges, 

review impact, embed 

learning, celebrate 

achievements 

Design 

Transition

Define transition 

requirements & develop 

a long-term roadmap to 

lead urban transformation 

- focus equally on technical 

outcomes and building 

knowledge, desire and 

leadership capabilities for 

sustainable urban change 

Aligned North 

Star

Urban Transition Leadership Approach
A step-change approach to prepare, equip and support the community, 

organisations and key stakeholders to successfully achieve 

sustainable urban change



Studio THI’s approach & tools to build system preparedness

Implement strategy, review 

impact & consider next 

steps

Develop an evidence 

base of preparedness 

strengths and 

development areas of 

focus

Develop & integrate a 

Preparedness Strategy 

into Corporate & Program 

Plans – a roadmap to 

enhance 5C 

preparedness

Understand Plan Build
A change-ready system 

with the capacity to 

champion step-change 

agendas, navigate the 

changing urban identity 

of communities & 

create great places for 

generations to come

Urban Change 

Readiness Index

Preparedness 

Strategy 

Development

Future Shaping Citizens 

Program

Urban Transition Leadership 

Sprint – Councillors

Urban Transition Leadership 

Training – Agency Staff

Studio THI’s pilot 

implementation of this approach 

resulted in a 36% positive shift 

in support for urban change



UNDERSTAND

Urban Change Readiness Index
An evidence-based research approach to identifying community, 

organisation & key stakeholder preparedness for successful urban change

Content & Context

Place (re) attachment

Level of place attachment 

Future place alignment 

Confidence in leading 

change conversations

Culture & champions

System actors capacity

& capability

Citizenship

Community capacity 

Confidence in actors 

Collaboration 

readiness 

Capacity 

Urban Change Literacy

Awareness 

Sentiment 

Knowledge

A depth of urban 

change literacy

Urban Transition Leadership



Urban Change Readiness Index
Combined output – Studio THI Pilot & Regional City  implementation

Urban Change Literacy Place (Re) Attachment System Actors Capacity & Capability



56% of people were not aware of the 

projected changes for their community



Anxious

47%  

50% 

48%  

43%

Greater Sydney Greater Melbourne SEQ Overall

Fearful 

14%  

13% 

14%  

14%

Excited

12%  

10% 

13%  

12%



%

Greater Sydney Greater Melbourne SEQ Overall



Things I would like to know more about

● The urban changes taking place in my community 

● Examples of what great outcomes could be 

● The core concepts that practitioners use to determine 

where and how growth can be accommodate 

● How I could live a more sustainable lifestyle 

● How I could work with practitioners and my community to 

address challenges and realise benefits of urban growth 

● How urban development happens - the key stakeholders 

and their roles and responsibilities  

20-minute 

neighbourhood

Urban consolidation



Place (re) 

attachment



System actor’s capacity & capability 

Limited trust between community and the 

urban development system, with Elected 

Members identified as the community’s 

trusted advisor on urban change

Almost 60% believe their community is 

able to manage change well

83% had not participated in any 

community engagement discussion about 

the future of their city

Have you participated in a consultation 

session about growth and change 

in your local area?

NO YES



Urban Change Literacy Place (Re) Attachment System Actors Capacity & Capability

CRC recruited community               CRC staff              CRC Councillors

Urban transition leadership

Regional city implementation

Yes To some extent No Not my responsibility

Council Staff comfort level 

explaining the challenges & 

benefits of scenarios



…build trust in key actors 

(developers, local & state 

gov)?

…build empathy around the 

needs and desires of others?

…ensure elected officials 

have the capability, tools & 

resources needed to be 

transition leaders?

…build knowledge on 

sustainable urban living?

…better explore & address 

the changing urban 

identity of 

neighbourhoods?

…build practitioner 

capabilities to be urban 

transition leaders? 

…support other internal 

and external agencies to 

be transition leaders?

…ensure underrepresented 

voices are heard / 

accounted for in decision 

making?

… increase community 

desire to participate in 

shaping the future of 

neighbourhoods?

… build knowledge and 

ownership of the 

challenges & benefits of 

sustainable growth?

…build knowledge of the 

core concepts used to 

determine where and how 

growth is accommodated?

… build knowledge on why 

urban growth happens?

build an understanding of 

what great outcomes could 

be and global best practice 

responses to challenges?

… build awareness of the 

projected urban change?
Others?

PLAN

How might we …







Promotion and Prevention Early 

Intervention

Intervention Post-Intervention

Deliver and promote attractive, 

sustainable place experiences that 

generate knowledge and support for 

sustainable development

Carry out general and targeted 

education that fosters urban literacy 

and citizenship

Use targeted engagement and 

consultation to develop literacy and 

citizenship - deliberation about 

specific challenges, places, plans  

and projects

Welcome conflict as a vehicle to re-

engage, raise literacy and progress 

issues

Farrell Centre, UKDarwin Eco-systeme, 

Bordeaux Studio THI’s 

Future Shaping 

Citizen Program

Centre for 

Liveable Cities 

Singapore

New Urbanist 

Memes for 

Transit-Oriented 

Teens

Sunshine 

Coast 

Council’s  

‘Yellow Book’

Moreton Bay 

Regional Council -

small lot living 

exemplars 

Studio THI’s 

Urban Transition 

Leadership 

Sprint for Local 

Councillors

Exemplar proactive preparedness initiatives 
Applying the health literacy spectrum of intervention to urban change

Proactive Reactive

City of Casey 

Design Panel



BUILD

Future Shaping Citizens Program

A community education program that builds the urban change literacy and 

citizenship of people living in communities undergoing change

Housing 

diversity & 

choice



Positive shift Negative shift 

12% 

40%  

Negative shift 

19% 

36%  

Feeling shift Support shift

Did it change how you feel and your level of support for urban change?  

Positive shift 

“I think it helped overturn some of my 

previous biases and provided 

explanations of why development

can be positive.”

“This program made me do a 180 on how I felt 

about urban change in my community.  If it is 

delivered in line with the 20-minute 

neighbourhood concept I’m keen to see this 

occur in my area.”



Local Councillor

Urban Transition 

Leadership 

Program

A six-week online learning 

program designed to consolidate 

councillor knowledge of 

sustainable growth and explore 

practical approaches to leading 

communities through urban 

change.



Step-change Cities Partnership
A cross-system partnership to trial a transition leadership approach to 

preparing, equipping and supporting communities, organisations & key 

stakeholders to navigate urban change

Partnership discussions 

are also in progress with 

a range of other cross-

system organisations 

including private sector 

developers, state 

government bodies & a 

range of rapidly growing 

and changing LGAs

10-month partnership

Implemented in 3 high-growth & 

change LGAs & supported by 

sector partners 

Outcomes:

• Build urban change literacy 

of high-growth communities 

• Refine tools & program + 

identify other needs 

• Measure impact of 

preparedness phase 

• Share knowledge & learning 

across the sector 



www.wearethi.org

Thank-you
Jennifer Michelmore, CEO, Studio THI

Jennifer@studiothi.com, 0408 199 471

What could you do tomorrow to understand 

& build your system’s preparedness for 

transformational urban change?

mailto:Jennifer@studiothi.com

