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Abstract

Sustainability communication has been an increasing focus globally for many diverse
and complex resource-based industries, including beef production, due to an
increase in public scrutiny. However, this has received limited research interest.
This study, drawing on in-depth interviews, explores key internal and external
stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainability communication challenges using the
                                                                             
                                                                             
Australian beef industry as a case study. Diverse views about public perceptions, the
role of communications in trust, and internal issues reflect challenges such as
industry culture, isolation, and industry complexity and breadth. This research
highlights and discusses a range of sustainability communication issues in complex
contexts.
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                                                                                          “… if
                                                                                                           you’re
                                                                                                                not
                                                                                            communicating
                                                                                                              what
                                                                                                           you’re
                                                                                                            doing
                                                                                                                and
                                                                                                              what
                                                                                             you’re… trying
                                                                                                                  to
                                                                                                                 do,
                                                                                                            people
                                                                                                               will
                                                                                                          assume
                                                                                                           you’re
                                                                                                            doing
                                                                                                nothing… We
                                                                                                              have
                                                                                                                  to
                                                                                                       continue
                                                                                                                  to
                                                                                                                tell
                                                                                                               that
                                                                                                             story,
                                                                                                         because
                                                                                                                    I
                                                                                                             think
                                                                                                           there’s
                                                                                                                    a
                                                                                                              huge
                                                                                                         amount
                                                                                                                   of
                                                                                                  information
                                                                                                                out
                                                                                                              there
                                                                                                                and
                                                                                                                   it
                                                                                                                can
                                                                                                              very
                                                                                                            easily
                                                                                                                 get
                                                                                                                lost
                                                                                                                  in
                                                                                                                 the
                                                                                                          wash.”
                                                                                                    Interview
                                                                                                                  14


   
1     Introduction

                                                                             
                                                                             
Many communication practitioners work within complex contexts such as climate change,
vaccinations, and resource extraction where science-based calls for change are
contested and deeply entangled with cultural, economic and political issues.
Approaches to communication in these contexts where there are multiple stakeholders,
competing values, diverse problem definitions, and different ideas about what counts
as evidence require ‘third order thinking’ with “more critical reflection — and
reflection-informed practice — about the relationship between technical change,
institutional priorities and wider conceptions of social welfare and justice” [Irwin, 2021, p.
155].

   Addressing sustainability within food and agriculture systems is challenging due to
the complex interactions between social, economic, and environmental dimensions of the
issue. Definitions of sustainability are inconsistent and often ambiguous [Dunlap, Beus,
Howell & Waud, 1993; Hansen, 1996; Velten, Leventon, Jager & Newig, 2015; Food and
Agriculture Organisation, 2017]. Agricultural sustainability has been defined in the
context of either ideologies, a set of strategies, the ability to set goals, continued survival,
community, food sufficiency, and pertaining to sustainable development [Food and
Agriculture Organisation, 2017, p. 7]. Despite a lack of consensus, it is widely agreed that
agricultural sustainability is important due to the magnitude of social and environmental
impacts as the sector aims to meet the demands of a rapidly growing global population
[Bradford, 1999; Kopittke, Menzies, Wang, McKenna & Lombi, 2019; Willett et al.,
2019].

   Agricultural industries globally are facing increasing public scrutiny driven by concern
for sustainability, particularly the environmental and animal welfare dimensions of the
meat producing industries [Boogaard, Oosting, Bock & Wiskerke, 2011; Witt et al., 2021].
There has also been an increase in the number of research papers and publications
highlighting the impact of meat production including the well-publicised Livestock’s
Long Shadow report in 2006 and the Eat Lancet of 2019 [Steinfeld et al., 2006; Willett
et al., 2019]. Although sometimes framed within the context of Social License to
Operate (SLO) [Hampton, Jones & McGreevy, 2020], responding to this societal
change is a broader challenge of two-way engagement with stakeholders and
the public more widely [Witt et al., 2021]. As consumers can influence industry
practice through their food choices [Grunert, 2011; Malek, Umberger & Goddard,
2019], sustainability communication is becoming a central focus of agricultural
industries, but is equally relevant to a range of resource and environment based
industries.

   Although this paper focuses on communication within and about the Australian beef
industry, we believe that the issues raised so far demonstrate that questions of
communication both of and within complex contexts need urgent attention. We also note
that there is little research that examines how communicators understand the challenges
these contexts raise and deal with them in practice. As Irwin [2021] states, third
order thinking involves “interrogating the operating assumptions and modes of
thought on which individual initiatives depend and considering the practical and
conceptual implications” [p. 155]. As such, this study explores the perceptions that
communication professionals within the Australian beef industry have of sustainability
communication in order to understand the challenges underpinning effective
sustainability communication.
                                                                             
                                                                             


   
1.1     Background


   
1.1.1     Communication

In addition to varying definitions of sustainability, there are also varying definitions
of communication, both internal and external. Internal communication refers
to communication within an industry which targets its members, and external
communication is directed outside the industry which aims to build relationships with the
public and other stakeholders [Réka & Borza, 2012]. Though most agree that
communication involves ‘transferring’, ‘interaction’, and ‘sharing with others’ with a
view to changing an audience’s thoughts, feelings or behaviours [Genç, 2017],
this external focus overlooks internal communication issues for sustainability
[Levenshus & Lemon, 2017]. In addition, this one-way or ‘sender-orientated’
communication has been contrasted by Newig et al. [2013] to communication both of 
and about sustainability, which incorporate dialogue and discourse as part of a
more participatory and horizontal approach. Also, information provision in the
form of one-way communication is not enough to gain public or stakeholder
trust [Meijboom, Visak & Brom, 2006; Grunert, 2011; Graham & Abrahamse,
2017], which is an important component in securing a public acceptance [Franks
et al., 2014]. Internal communication is equally important and plays a vital role in
the development and execution of sustainability strategies [Genç, 2017]. With
effective internal communication, external communication is likely to improve
[Dolphin, 2005; Chmielecki, 2015; Stevanović & Gmitrović, 2015]. External
communication is important because community perceptions and trust in the beef
industry drive its continued operation through consumption, investment, institutional
responses, and government policy and regulation [Witt et al., 2021; Voconiq,
2021].


   
1.1.2     Context: the Australian beef industry

Sustainability communication poses a significant challenge for the Australian beef
industry which plays a major social and economic role in Australia [OECD & FAO,
2019]. Australian beef accounts for 4% of global production, and contributes
16% of global beef exports with Australia remaining one of the top 3 exporters
globally [Meat & Livestock Australia, 2020b]. The beef industry’s contribution to the
Australian economy was over $15 billion in 2020 [Meat & Livestock Australia, 2020a].
Over half of the Australian landscape is used for grazing and contributes to rural
community viability and culture [Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource
Economics and Sciences (ABARES), 2016]. Despite enjoying high levels of public trust
                                                                             
                                                                             
[Voconiq, 2020, 2021; Witt et al., 2021], animal production has come under increasing
scrutiny in Australia [Buddle, Bray & Ankeny, 2021]. Sometimes this is framed as a
knowledge deficit, particularly with urban residents [Worsley, Wang & Ridley, 2015],
and is assumed to reflect an increasingly urban Australian population which is
separated geographically from food production areas [Witt, Witt, Carter & Gordon,
2009].

   The Australian beef industry recognises the importance of community perceptions
[Meat & Livestock Australia, 2016] and the development of sustainability strategies to
initiate change within industry. For example, the Australian Beef Sustainability
Framework [Australian Beef Sustainability Framework, 2017] aims to monitor
and evaluate industry’s progress towards sustainability based on environment,
animal welfare, community and people, and the economy. To do this effectively,
communication is required both within and from industry to ensure a cohesive
understanding of what community expectations are, and subsequent plans of
action.


   
1.2     Research aims and questions

Agricultural industries globally are attempting to engage with evolving community
expectations and public trust [de Souza et al., 2017]. However, these attempts at
engagement have had little scholarly attention. For example, over 50 communications
campaigns either have, or are currently being developed, to promote Australian farmers
[Knight, 2019]. These campaigns are funded by both industry organisations and the
government to proactively engage the community on environmental and animal welfare
issues with a view to reducing community concerns. Despite this investment,
it is unclear at this stage whether these campaigns are effective. Hence, there
appears to be an urgent need to critically evaluate the communication efforts of the
beef industry in relation to sustainability. The aim of this research is to explore,
within the beef industry in Australia, communication professionals’ perceptions
of:
     

     	
     sustainability issues and challenges, and
     


     	
     communication as a key component of the sustainability agenda(s).




                                                                             
                                                                             
   
2     Methods


   
2.1     Methodology

This study draws on in-depth qualitative interviews with internal and external
industry communications experts to help clarify and understand the nature of these
communication challenges. Qualitative research is particularly useful for addressing
sustainability communication issues, as it provides in-depth insight into the challenges
within a social context, particularly where there is limited existing empirical research
[Hicks et al., 2016; Moon et al., 2019; Rahman, 2017]. Additionally, it is useful in
determining the where, how, when, and why in social contexts of environmental issues, as
‘it takes a human to understand one’ [Moon et al., 2019, p. 5]. This study takes an
approach grounded in social constructivism, in which researchers aim to uncover
the subjective meaning that individuals have of their experiences [Creswell,
2013]. This can also be known as an interpretivist perspective, which indicates “a
focus on how the social world is interpreted by those in it” [Robson & McCartan,
2016, p. 24]. This approach was used to understand the issues and positions
from a participant’s perspective. Due to the exploratory nature of this study and
the aim to understand participant perceptions, the study was not based on any
predetermined definition of sustainability and instead was driven by participant ideas
and voices.

   Thematic coding analysis is used as part of the constructivist approach to the data,
which uses a series of codes to categorise the same theoretical or descriptive idea
[Robson & McCartan, 2016]. Although it is important to minimise the unavoidable
element of researcher perspective in qualitative analysis, the subjectiveness of
qualitative analysis can bring unique value to the research process [Moon et al.,
2019].


   
2.2     Participant recruitment

Twenty-seven communications experts for industry (19 female, 8 male) participated in this
research. Participants were purposively sampled based on two criteria:
     
	
     
     Experience  designing,  building,  developing  or  otherwise  being  involved  in
     communication  within  the  Australian  beef  industry,  both  internally  and
     externally to the community and other stakeholders.
                                                                             
                                                                             
     

	
     
     People  with  significant  decision-making  or  executive  roles  that  may  be
     involved in the approval of communication strategies in the Australian beef
     industry.



   Participants were also required to reflect a diverse range of activities within the
industry in order to identify different perspectives. Initial participants were identified by
the researchers, in addition to using internet searches for relevant organisations,
representatives, and employment titles. These people were then contacted via email using
publicly available contact information. Snowballing was the primary process for recruiting
further participants.

   Semi-structured interviews (see Table 1) 

                                                                             
                                                                             
   


                                                                             
                                                                             


                                                                             
Table 1: Interview guide for semi-structured interviews noting that order and depth
varied according to the flow of interview.                                       
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   occurred between November 2019 and March 2020 and focused on how experts
understood the challenges and opportunities related to internal and external sustainability
communication in the Australian beef industry.

   All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed using NVivo Transcription, and
later checked for accuracy. Participants were given the opportunity to check their
transcription for accuracy if they wished.
   
2.3     Analysis and coding

Interview transcripts were analysed and coded based on Robson and McCartan [2016],
which provides insight into how to gather, analyse and interpret qualitative data.
A combination of thematic coding analysis and grounded theory was used to
analyse the interview transcripts. Thematic coding analysis is used as part of the
constructivist approach to the data, which uses a series of codes to categorise the same
theoretical or descriptive idea [Robson & McCartan, 2016]. Though themes are often
associated with theoretical frameworks, in this research the thematic coding
analysis was used more generally in accordance with the exploratory nature of
the research. Grounded theory aims to identify a theory, derived from the data,
to explain the patterns within the dataset. The combination of both thematic
coding analysis and grounded theory involved first being immersed in the data
with no preconceived ideas about the issue (grounded theory), in order to let
participant voices drive an understanding of the key ideas. This was followed
by identifying literature which resonated with what was found in the analysis
(thematic analysis). All analysis for this study was carried out using NVivo 12
Pro.

   Interpretation of the data occurred via the development of a thematic network. This
network allowed for an exploration of relationships within and across the themes, in order
to understand patterns and trends within the data. In doing this, a narrative of the data
was able to be presented, underpinned by the use of clear and representative examples
[Braun & Clarke, 2006]. Overall interpretation of the data aimed to remain sensitive to
the narrative of the participants [Braun & Clarke, 2006]. Coding was primarily
undertaken by one of the authors with rigorous rounds of checking to ensure
consistency by all of the authors. This involved the first author analysing the
interview transcripts as described above, with regular discussions with all authors
to check for agreement in the coding and making updates to the codebook as
necessary.


   
3     Results and discussion

                                                                             
                                                                             
The interviews for this study revealed complex perceptions of opportunities and
challenges related to sustainability communication with the broader public as well as
within the industry. Internal and external communication challenges are presented
separately, followed by an integrated discussion of the overarching themes related to
sustainability communication challenges and opportunities for the Australian beef
industry.


   
3.1     Communication challenges

Participants identified both internal and external challenges to effective communication.
Tables 2 and 3 show the range of themes identified under the broad headings of internal
and external communication challenges for the industry. They are presented with the
definition of each theme and a selection of indicative quotations. It is important to note
that the quotations cannot cover the entire breadth of responses that fell under each
code.


   
3.1.1     Internal communications challenges

Internal industry challenges to communication (Table 2) range across issues such as the
diversity and scale of the industry, internal governance and structure, as well as a range of
economic and financial challenges that the industry faces. This also includes the challenge
of where industry begins and ends. The Australian beef industry was defined by
participants in several ways, spanning from ‘paddock to plate’ to ‘only producers’. About
a third of participants described the beef industry as the producer and supply
chain, though it was not always clear what participants considered the ‘supply
chain’.
   

                                                                             
                                                                             
   


                                                                             
                                                                             


                                                                             
Table 2: Internal challenges to effective communication as perceived by interview
participants.
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   In addition, there were also themes associated with the industry’s image to both
stakeholders and the broader community, and a perceived perpetuation of industry
stereotypes. Several participants had a lot to say about the role of industry culture and its
effect on communication challenges. These insights were both critical and supportive of
the norms and values associated with the industry. To some extent these themes around
industry culture and industry image connected to the perceived external challenges
covered in Table 3.
   

                                                                             
                                                                             
   


                                                                             
                                                                             


                                                                             
Table 3: External challenges to effective communication as perceived by interview
participants.
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   3.1.2     External communication challenges

The focus of external challenges identified by the participants revolved around public and
stakeholder perceptions or the way industry understands these external views. The
themes here related to media, consumer and public trust, and external perceptions,
highlight that for many in the industry there is a sensitivity or concern around the
role of external perceptions. Media portrayal and broader trust in the industry’s
attempts at sustainability are a key concern. For many participants, there was a level
of concern and occasionally exasperation in the way they feel the media, and
particularly the urban media, portray their industry with an excessive focus on
negative events which feeds into a negative stereotype. Despite this, there is also a
clear recognition of the importance of external communication for industry’s
sustainability.


   
3.2     Emergent and overarching themes affecting industry engagement with
sustainability and communication

Three overarching themes emerged from the analysis which were seen to underpin the
sustainability communication challenges for the Australian beef industry both internally
and externally. First, a significant barrier to effective sustainability communication was
perceived to be the multidimensionality of sustainability itself. Second, a series of
challenges were identified which were seen to drive a lack of unified understanding of
communication issues and how to address these. And third, two competing
narratives appear to underpin tensions between either an internal or external focus on
sustainability communication. These three emergent themes are discussed in turn
below.


   
3.2.1     Multidimensionality of sustainability

Participants acknowledged that sustainability could be interpreted in multiple ways.


     
                                                                             
                                                                             
     Everybody’s got a different interpretation of a word, so sustainability in itself, do we
     have an idea of what that looks like as an industry and if we don’t, then I think it’s really
     difficult to find out how we sell our messaging if we don’t actually know ourselves and
     if we don’t have a united front, to do it. (Interview 12)




   As their interview progressed the way some participants framed, discussed, and
interpreted sustainability developed and evolved. Three broad areas were readily
identified: business viability and industry continuity; resource or environmental
management; and a more traditional ‘sustainable development’ focus on the triple bottom
line or ‘three pillars’ (i.e. economic, ethical (or social) and environmental dimensions)
[Purvis, Mao & Robinson, 2019]. 

     
     Well, for me it [sustainability] means producing food in a way that we can do on an
     ongoing basis. (Interview 13, industry viability)
     
I guess sustainability is quite sort of intrinsically linked to environmental sustainability
     more than anything, I think. I think most people’s definition of sustainability is probably
     linked to environment. (Interview 16, environmental management)
     
But if I bring it back to sustainability for actual producers, for me it’s environmental
     and financial and community sustainability. (Interview 18, triple bottom line)




   Some orientations also included ethics, and others a combination of the broader ideas.
Sustainability was most frequently discussed as on-farm sustainability, rather than
throughout the supply chain.

   Business and industry sustainability was sometimes referred to in terms of community
support, implied through discussion of the importance of public perceptions, and
potential repercussions for industry should trust be lost. 

     
     I think sustainability for the industry is about having continual community trust… At
     the same time, I feel like it’s about making sure that everyone throughout the supply
     chain is profitable, that they’re able to continue their business and make a living from
     it and make a bit of money from it. But at the same time, the industry and especially
     the cattle industry, is always working on continual improvement of animal welfare and
     animal handling practices, and animal husbandry practices to ensure that they meet
     community expectations. (Interview 17)




   Orientations of sustainability were fluid throughout the interviews, depending on the
topic of conversation. For example, a participant that defined sustainability in the context
of business or industry viability would later discuss environmental issues. This is
                                                                             
                                                                             
consistent with research that has found that definitions of sustainability differ between
people and geographical contexts [Boogaard, Oosting & Bock, 2008; Schiano & Drake,
2021], as factors influencing sustainability (such as climate and the physical environment,
markets etc.) vary across Australia.


   
3.2.2     Impediments to strategic and unified industry communications

We identified three key issues from interviews that in isolation, and collectively impede
individual businesses, and the industry to effectively engage with sustainability
communications challenges. These three issues include: a lack of shared understanding of
sustainability and communication challenges; difficulties articulating what effective
communication in this space would look like; and perceived issues and confusion
associated with a large number of diverse voices and messages. These perceived
impediments are discussed in sequence below.

   A universally shared understanding of the communication challenges around beef
sustainability appears to be lacking. There were also a variety of perceptions
about the goals of industry communication of  or about sustainability. There was a
distinction between those who tended to discuss communication of  sustainability
in contrast to those who talked of communication about sustainability, as per
the distinction made by Newig et al. [2013]. Communication of  sustainability
primarily involves one-way communication aiming to persuade the audience,
and communication about sustainability incorporates dialogue and discourse.
Participants talking about sustainability in terms of business and industry viability
tended to discuss communication of  sustainability, rather than about sustainability.
For example, they would tend to either talk about internal communication to
facilitate practice change, or external communication for market access. Participants
talking with a focus on environment and natural resources tended to discuss
communication about sustainability (i.e. externally to inform consumers and
the public about sustainability initiatives). Since these orientations were fluid,
participants often spoke interchangeably about communication both of  and about
sustainability.

   Although participants have diverse experience with communication, a consistent view
on what constitutes effective sustainability communication was elusive. Often there were
limited examples of effective communication, rather, the focus was often on what was
ineffective (see Table 2). Although participants spoke about both internal and external
communication there was little overlap in these two broad dimensions. Rarely was there
explicit focus on goals, target audiences, approaches to engaging those audiences,
or any intended outcomes expected from communication. However, internal
communication was generally aimed at producers to achieve practice change, whereas
external communication appeared more about public attitudes. Importantly, when
discussing effective communication, the focus from participants spanned from
the theme of “telling our story” through to greater transparency and action on
sustainability as discussed further below. This diversity of views reflects quite different
perspectives on the nature of communication challenges and opportunities for the
                                                                             
                                                                             
industry.

   There are a multitude of industry bodies communicating both internally and externally
and this is seen by many participants to cause confusion and a ‘noisy’ communication
environment. Some participants expressed that the number of voices can be damaging,
particularly when communicating internally, as farmers are likely to become
overwhelmed with the many messages and overload of information. It is unclear which
industry bodies are responsible for communication, either internally or externally, though
Meat and Livestock Australia was often discussed by participants as having a primary
responsibility due to the available funding and resources for the organisation to
communicate. However, this ‘convoluted’ structure has begun to be addressed by
industry, through the release of the red meat industry white paper [Red Meat
Advisory Council, 2019a], which has documented the process for restructuring the
industry.


   
3.2.3     Competing narratives

The tension between the internal and external focus on sustainability communication is
reflected in a narrative spectrum, ranging from ‘telling our story’ through to
‘demonstrating sustainability’ which is discussed in more detail below. To simplify these
two narratives, the telling our story orientation tends to focus on a view that overall
sustainability within the beef industry is acceptable and that efforts in communication
should largely be about informing the community about this ‘good news story’. This is not
necessarily surprising as sustainability communication more generally has tended
to focus on the external, unidirectional communication of sustainability issues
[Newig et al., 2013]. On the other hand, the demonstrating sustainability narrative
highlights the importance for industry to ensure practices are acceptable and
adapting to community expectations before attempting to engage in external
communication.

   Although these are described here as two narratives, it is important to acknowledge
that this is a spectrum of perceptions where there is a little of both narratives presented
through most of the participants. Few participants fell entirely into only one of these broad
narratives. However, this spectrum again highlights the need to consider the
implications for internal communications around practice change and external
scrutiny.


   
3.3     Communication to acknowledge and demonstrate sustainability credentials

The diverse geography, legislation, markets, management, and sustainability issues pose
challenges not only in portraying an accurate image of industry in its public
                                                                             
                                                                             
communication, but also in implementing industry-wide initiatives to support and
encourage sustainable practice change. A significant challenge to effective communication,
both internally and to the public, is industry’s ability to maintain, achieve and
demonstrate sustainability performance. This was particularly discussed in terms of
environmental performance.

   As discussed by Marshall [2010] and Marshall, Taylor, Heyenga and Butler [2018], our
participants perceived financial pressures and costs of production, and natural disasters
such as drought, as major barriers to on-farm uptake or maintenance of sustainable
practices.

   The impact of extremes of weather and climate on industry was seen as a
significant challenge. For example, protracted drought makes it difficult for producers
to implement sustainable practice change, and thus they cannot communicate
truthfully and effectively on sustainability. In addition, extreme drought can create
short term environmental changes that mask long term trends. During these
periods social dimensions of sustainability were highlighted by some participants.


     
     Well,  I  guess  it  depends  on  if  your  impression  of  the  word  sustainability  is  really
     environmental or economic or social, or even cultural because I think at this rate, if it
     doesn’t rain for another couple of years, I think culturally we’re going to have a really
     tough time. (Interview 10)




   Some participants talked about the importance of being financially sustainable and
profitable to achieve other elements of sustainability. As producers are running businesses,
their financial position is critical due to the link between financial pressure and a
willingness to adopt sustainable practices on farm. 

     
     The  frightening  number  of  Australian  farms  or  properties  that  aren’t  financially
     sustainable… But when you’ve got that financial stress on you, it becomes very difficult
     to act in a long-term rational way. (Interview 2)




   In addition, the dominance of export markets for Australian beef was seen to expose
producers to international competition with many countries that have lower costs of
production and levels of environmental protection.

   Communicating about sustainability to the public requires demonstrated
sustainability action, and internal communication about improving sustainability may
not resonate with farmers struggling with finances or the physical impacts of
climate.
                                                                             
                                                                             


   
3.4     “Telling our story” as a response and a solution

A unifying feature of many of the themes identified as internal and external challenges
above is that, for many of the participants, it was explicitly or implicitly linked to a
perceived solution to some of the industry challenges which was coded as ‘telling our
story’. It was suggested by some that industry is performing well in terms of
sustainability, and that this ‘story’ just needed to be communicated to the public through
the media. Connected with this view was the assumption that this would maintain
trust, or at the very least, counter negative information. This further implies a
perceived lack of, or declining community trust and negative perceptions of industry.


     
     … if  you’re  not  communicating  what  you’re  doing  and  what  you’re… trying  to  do,
     people will assume you’re doing nothing. I think it’s really important that we continue
     communication in a really regular and targeted way to prove that we are clean and
     green and… we are promoting our farms and how sustainable they are both in terms of
     the environment and welfare… We have to continue to tell that story, because I think
     there’s a huge amount of information out there and it can very easily get lost in the
     wash. (Interview 14)




   In contrast, some participants believed that being transparent and taking
accountability and ownership of issues was more appropriate to gain public trust. One
participant discussed honesty as a sign of respect is important for relationship building.
Other participants thought that taking accountability and acknowledging imperfections is
vital for public trust, though it would be difficult due to some attitudes within the
industry that resist scrutiny as discussed earlier.


   
3.4.1     Assumed or perceived loss of public trust in industry

Participants discussing external communication often indicated that communication to the
public about sustainability aimed to avoid regulation or to enable continued production
for the future viability of the industry. These perceptions were based on the idea that
external communication on sustainability actions was necessary to foster public trust,
which indicates a view that industry has lost, or is losing some level of public trust. There
was no explicit discussion of why trust is seen as important, though in some cases trust
was viewed as an instrument to reduce societal oversight. Although this type of
commentary is sometimes framed within the Social Licence to Operate (SLO) language, a
broader view of engagement with societal change is warranted and research suggests
that high levels of public trust in industry does not necessarily translate into a
                                                                             
                                                                             
reduced desire for societal oversight [Witt et al., 2021]. Furthermore, there is no
research to suggest that there has been a decline in public trust for industry, rather
farmers are one of the most trusted professions in Australia [Witt, Witt, Carter &
Beeton, 2007; Witt et al., 2009; Henderson, Coveney, Ward & Taylor, 2011; Ward,
Henderson, Coveney & Meyer, 2012; Berry, Botterill, Cockfield & Ding, 2016; Voconiq,
2021].


   
3.4.2     Perception of negative media coverage of industry

It may be that, for some in the industry, there is a lingering perception that public attitudes
are being unnecessarily misinformed through mainstream and social media. Participants
raised concerns about the potential for negative media to highlight inconsistencies within
industry to portray a negative image of industry to the public. Several participants were
concerned about the image being portrayed by some industry sources such as
the ‘technologically savvy’ young farmers, while simultaneously projecting a
stereotypical ‘mum and dad’ farmer. This sentiment was captured in the data coded to
industry image, the perpetuation of industry stereotypes in the media, industry
understanding of external perceptions, and media more broadly (Tables 2 and
3).

   There is no research to date which explores how the media portrays the image of
the beef industry to the Australian public. The view that the public are being
misinformed is likely to contribute to a resistance or lack of acceptance of the need for
practice change within the industry. In addition, there are some who consider
that much of the media coverage of animal agriculture is negative, which may
or may not be true (e.g. Buddle and Bray [2019], though this focused on the
framing of animal welfare issues specifically). Indeed, this view may be a case of
confirmation bias where, if some people feel besieged, they have a heightened
receptivity to negative news. This suggests that many within industry hold a
potentially skewed view that mainstream media predominantly represents industry
negatively.

   Participants thought that industry communication to the public has been quite
reactive, usually in response to negative media attention (for example, during the 2011 live
cattle export ban because of public concern for animal welfare [Munro, 2015]). Anti-animal
agriculture activists are also seen as a threat to industry’s image, particularly due to the
emotive nature of their public communication and the perceived abundance of resources
and funding as compared to entities and organisations within the beef industry [Buddle
et al., 2021].


   
3.4.3     Perceived need for a deficit model communications approach

                                                                             
                                                                             
A perceived means of regaining or maintaining trust, or to provide information to correct
misinformation which may have contributed to perceived negative public attitudes
towards industry, was to ‘tell our story’. Story-telling is of interest to communicators
[Cormick, 2019] as a way of moving away from an approach grounded in rationalist ideas
of providing ‘facts’ to address a knowledge deficit. However, we argue that because this
response is still grounded in a perception that the ‘public’ is ignorant of the ‘real
truth’ and that once they possess it they will support the beef industry, it is still
suggestive of the deficit model of communication [Ahteensuu, 2012; Simis, Madden,
Cacciatore & Yeo, 2016]. This has since been shown to be an ineffective means of
encouraging behaviour change which does not necessarily lead to an increase in trust or
decreased scrutiny [Gustafson & Rice, 2016; Bray & Ankeny, 2017; Metcalfe, 2019].
This is similar to the discourse related to the genetic modification of organisms
(GMO) debate, where research has indicated that there has been a transition from
an aim to correct a deficit of knowledge to correcting a deficit of trust [Irwin,
2006]. The beef industry has since begun to transition from this deficit model of
communication to the development of frameworks focusing on the importance
of effective communication and engagement with the public and consumers
[Australian Beef Sustainability Framework, 2017; Red Meat Advisory Council,
2019b].


   
3.4.4     Industry culture and its influence on the perceived communications
challenges

The complex nature of the communication challenge, regarding sustainability, appears to
be, at least partly, shaped and filtered by internal cultures of industry. Many elements of
culture were identified by participants as a challenge to communicating effectively for and
about sustainability. Based on the analysis, it may be difficult for some people in the
industry to accept external scrutiny of their intentions and practices because they hold
agrarian worldviews. Agrarianism relates to the idea that farmers and their communities
possess a particular set of virtues that sets them apart from urban people and is commonly
found in more traditional thinking about the role of agriculture in society in countries like
Australia [Craig & Phillips, 1983; Brett, 2007; Peel, Berry, Botterill & Cockfield, 2021].
Participants in this study indicated that some people feel that their industry
is ‘under attack’. This research suggests that potentially negative and hostile
views of public attitudes towards the industry may unnecessarily perpetuate an
‘us versus them’ outlook. In addition, previous research has found that there
are several personality traits that enable farmers to live in harsh and isolated
environments [Bohnet, Roberts, Harding & Haug, 2011; Guillem, Barnes, Rounsevell
& Renwick, 2012; Daloğlu, Nassauer, Riolo & Scavia, 2014]. However, these
traits, including stoic individualism, also appear to underpin some aspects of a
culture identified in this research [Shrapnel & Davie, 2001]. These characteristics
may make people less inclined to accept external scrutiny and criticism. Clearly
this would be a challenge for industry as it attempts to engage with evolving
community expectations and attitudes around sustainability [Bryant & Garnham,
2015].
                                                                             
                                                                             


   
4     Conclusions

The Australian beef industry is a large, diverse and complex industry. Although this
industry has been highly resilient to market and climatic changes, until recently it has
not had to explicitly engage with significant evolving social expectations and
perceptions. Recent changes in this space have to some extent caught industry relatively
under-prepared. Given the speed of social change over the past two decades, it is not
surprising that this study highlighted a diversity and range of views about the nature of
sustainability communication challenges for the industry. However, there is consensus
within industry based on this study that sustainability is crucial. There is also agreement
that communication of and about sustainability is essential for future industry
viability. This challenge is still relatively novel to industry, and the structures
of the industry that have existed until recently have tended to be designed for
issues that have affected it in the past, rather than contemporary issues of social
change.

   For some communication practitioners the sustainability communication challenges
are framed as, or assumed to be, primarily external in nature (i.e. communicating with
public, consumers, and external stakeholders). For these people, the “telling our story”
narrative is seen as a way to counter ‘attacks’ by anti-animal agriculture activism, build
trust in industry to reduce regulatory oversight, and to balance the perceived
negative media bias against industry. Although this is a strongly held view, it is not
possible to determine via this research if this is a widely held position. In contrast,
demonstrating sustainability and ensuring transparency and accountability is seen as
equally important by many of the participants in this study. However, the research
highlights that there are also several internal communications challenges around
assumptions about the nature of sustainability, public and consumer expectations
and perceptions, and the role of various industry bodies and organisations in
dealing with these challenges. There are diverse perceptions about industry’s
sustainability performance, and this work highlights opportunities to further
improve dialogue within industry so that it is better placed to deal with external
communication.

   This research highlights the complexity of the communication challenges in contexts
where there are diverse stakeholders with views that are deeply entangled with
cultural, economic, and social values. Our research has highlighted a lack of
consensus among communication professionals on the key purposes, audiences, and
messages required to both make industry more sustainable through practice change
and to communicate about sustainable industry practice to the community. The
dominance of the “telling our story” narrative as a communication solution suggests a
perception that the non-farming community in Australia possess both a deficit of
knowledge about and a deficit of trust in the beef industry’s ability to produce
meat sustainably. It is therefore important to understand the source of these
perceptions as part of “interrogating operating assumptions” [Irwin, 2021, p. 155] and
to encourage more reflexive and engaged communication practices within the
                                                                             
                                                                             
beef industry. More broadly our work demonstrates the value of exploring the
perceptions of communication professionals working within complex contexts in
order to develop more reflection-informed and evidence-based communication
practices.
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table-0003.png
Theme Definition Example quotations

Industry un-  An internal But it’s becoming increasingly important that

derstanding  heightened sense of they address those issues because of the

of external negative public pressures from vegans, vegetarians and people

perceptions  perceptions driven who take American statistics on water use, and
by perceived apply it to our industry, which is very different.
misinformation in (Interview 15)
the media, that may
not reflect true public
sentiment.

Trust A perceived decline ... one of the biggest threats is the fact that as
in or lack of public an industry, we're not adapting to consumer
trust in the beef preferences and challenges and environmental
industry and challenges fast enough. .. If we don’t address
producers. them fast enough, then that industry trust and
Additionally, gaining  viability will start to fade away over time.
producer trust for (Interview 20)
internal I think communications have an important role
sustainability to play in reassuring producers. .. that they
communications to remain trusted and respected for the work they
achieve practice do, the product they raise and know why they
change. care for their land... Some producers are

perhaps not feeling as though the work they do
is valued or perhaps they’ve lost, there’s been
an erosion of confidence or trust by the
community. (Interview 8)

Media Perceived difficulties ... the hard thing is that you do the right thing

in pitching positive
news stories about
industry to the media
to counter
sensationalised,
negative, or
inaccurate coverage
of industry, and the
impact of this on
public trust in
industry.
Additionally, the
perceived use of
media platforms by
activists to influence
regulation intended
to shut industry
down.

for 100 years and nobody cares. And it’s not
newsworthy. But then, you know, one thing
happens that you chop down a tree that you
weren’t supposed to or whatever, and that hits
the headlines and everybody’s like oh look
how horrible farmers are. So that was also a
perennial problem, that business as usual and
doing the right thing is not newsworthy.
(Interview 22)

You cannot open a news site anywhere these
days without seeing references to just basically
how terrible meat is for the planet... If you lose
consumers, lose consumer support, then there
is no industry... So the industry absolutely
needs to demonstrate what it’s doing to make
them understand, well to help them
understand that the beef industry is actually
doing the right thing. (Interview 16)

For example, animal rights activists or the
RSPCA in terms of animal welfare standards. ..
They don’t often make that declaration that
they want to see the end of the industry. And
so therefore, they’re pushing for an increase in
red or green tape, whatever to again, make it
harder for producers to maintain their
economic sustainability. (Interview 11)






table-0001.png
10.

11.

. How have you been involved with communication in the Australian

beef industry specifically?

. Sustainability has been outlined as a key issue for the Australian beef

industry. What does sustainability of the industry mean to you
personally?

a. How have you come to that standing?

. I'm going to ask some questions about how the beef industry

communicates, but before I do I'd like to explore the idea of the ‘beef
industry”:
a. When I talk about the beef industry, who are you thinking of (e.g.
production, supply chain, etc.)?
b. Could you tell me a bit about how you understand the industry
and who communicates in the industry?

i. Prompt: Who do you think communicates? Who
communicates to whom? Who do you think is responsible for
public communication and engagement?

c. What do you think communication in the Australian beef industry
looks like?

d. Would you consider yourself part of the Australian beef industry?
Why /why not?

. Of all the challenges faced by the Australian beef industry, how

important do you think communications to do with sustainability are
for the Australian beef industry?

. Who do you think current communication approaches by the

Australian beef industry are targeting?

. What do you think communication efforts are trying to achieve?

. What would you define as ‘effective communication” in the context of

sustainability in the Australian beef industry?

. Do you think current communication approaches for sustainability

used by the Australian beef industry are effective?

a. Can you think of an example of effective and ineffective
communication in this context?

. What do you think the role of communication is, both in terms of

internal and external stakeholders, in achieving sustainability in the
Australian beef industry?

What do you think have been the challenges within industry in trying
to communicate effectively on sustainability?

Do you think your views are typical of the broader industry?
Why /why not?
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Industry The attitudes and “It’s just not good enough anymore to be, to
culture behaviours of those say ‘what would you know community, you've
within industry that ~ never kept cattle, you've never kept sheep.””
are perceived to (Interview 13)
reflect underlying “They’ve tried to instil a really strong level of
values and support amongst rural people that the industry
attitudinal and is under attack by government. And what are
behavioural norms of ~ we [urban community]? Left, inner-city, woke,
the industry (e.g., latte sippers? ... they've created that divide in
defensiveness and order to help create this mentality, that we
denial; a siege or [urban community and outsiders] need to
victim mentality; and  change.” (Interview 20)
parts of industry “Internally we need our industry to understand
being in a “bubble’). that accountability is becoming more and more
important... People still think there’s a ‘them
and us’, people still think that everybody else is
a dickhead and they’re [industry] doing
everything right. ... I think communication
needs to tell our industry that in order to have a
sustainable industry they need to be
accountable.” (Interview 19)
“They mix with each other, and socialise with
each other and marry each other. And so
there’s not really much of a chance then to get
an alternative opinion. ... But I see the
northern cattle industry, the majority of them
are in this little bubble and they can often feel
besieged.” (Interview 15)
Industry Difficulties “I think that human touch is what builds trust.
image associated with And I think if you drop that, you really run the
communicating and risk of being seen as a big, bad, faceless
portraying a single industry and you just lose that human touch,
industry image to the ~ which is so emotive, and we know works for
external community.  consumers/community.” (Interview 23)
“We still have a great soft spot for the mum and
dad farmer whether they’re being flooded or in
drought or getting burnt out... I think a lot of
people. .. might still have that sort of romantic
imagined connection back to the bush... Most
of them in today’s age aren’t battling in their
business, they’re all pretty savvy, but we’ve still
got this romantic attachment to that.”
(Interview 6)
The The perception that “But as a general rule, if you live in [capital
perpetuation mass media portrays  cities] and you hear about agriculture, chances
of industry or frames the beef are you're hearing about it on the news from
stereotypes industry negatively a... live export disaster or from advertising

in the media

to urban audiences,
driving perceived
negative public
perceptions of
industry or a lack of
trust.

from [interest or lobby groups] about how
terrible the industry is... it’s very, very unlikely
you'll be hearing about agriculture from
someone who actually is on the positive side of
agriculture and extension.” (Interview 16)

“We tend to be loudest or most widely received
in the media when there’s a problem. And
that’s true of most news, bad news sells better
than good news, but it doesn’t seem to be
countered. Even if you go to those
organisations, news pages, doesn’t seem to be
countered by good news. And that may be
because playing the siege or victim mentality
does work, especially in the advocacy world.
But I think it does restrict our ability to then
promote our farming industries and our cattle
industry specifically as world leading,
innovative, and attract investment and
employment.” (Interview 20)

Diversity The large scale and “... I think you can find everything from
and scale diversity of the people that have no interest in sustainability
industry, with whatsoever all the way through to people that
variability across we already know are not just carbon neutral,
geography, but they’re selling carbon back into the system.
sustainability So, you know, we have the most massively
challenges, attitudes,  progressive and then we have those that are
personality types, resisting change. And I think that you'll find
products, legislation,  thatbroad spectrum in any industry.”
representative (Interview 3)
industry bodies and “But there’s evidence. .. to show that, you
other areas. know, 80 percent of our industry is of a certain
personality type and I can tell you now, those
80 percent, they’re doing things the way
they’ve always done it.” (Interview 19)
“We've got all these different bodies... And so
there’s huge confusion about who does what.
There’s a huge disconnect. We all should be on
the one bandwagon together singing from the
same hymn book.” (Interview 14)
Disconnections A lack of clarity on “If we can’t get our shit together as an industry
within communication roles  and come up with some common themes and
industry and responsibilities, ~ messages, how the hell is the public supposed
in addition to the to trust us? When all they see is us fighting
complexity of the between each other, going no we’re right, no
governance and we’re right, you can’t do that.” (Interview 12)
representative
bodies, and the
perceived impact of
this on the
consistency of
sustainability
communication to
external audiences.
Economic A lack of resources as  “You know, it’s one of those things where,
and financial ~ a barrier to develop again, coming back to live exports there were
challenges effective some figures put out last year that I think it was

communication
strategies.

Animals Australia had raised nine million
dollars in donations in the past twelve months
and they had spent four million [approx. $US
2.8 million] of that on anti-live export
campaigns. There’s no way that the industry
can compete with that sort of stuff.”
(Interview 22)






