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ABSTRACT

This paper considers the nature, origins and expression of place
leadership in communities undergoing large-scale economic
transformation. It examines where people look for leadership in
the management of the places where they live, and how their
perspectives are affected by an adverse event. It documents
community attitudes on the influence those who occupy
positions of authority have been able to exert on this transition,
drawing on perceptions from places affected by the shutdown of
the Australian automotive industry in the second decade of the
twenty-first century. It seeks to understand which individuals and
roles were seen to be influential in leading this process of
change. This article gains insights into how leaders have an
impact, and where this ability to effect change comes from. It
does so with reference to the structural conditions embedded
within Australian political life and the way leadership finds
expression in periods of uncertainty and transformation. The
paper finds communities are acutely aware of where the power
to lead change resides, but concerns with the efficacy of that
leadership have contributed to discontent. A greater focus on
further empowering local leadership while delivering on long
term expectations would have resulted in more positive
perceptions.

MAD statement

This paper answers the question, how can local leaders manage
large-scale, disruptive change such as the closure of a major
employer or the shutdown of an entire industry? The paper
makes clear that different types of leaders need to respond in
varied ways, depending on their source of authority, their degree
of connection to the affected community and the nature of the
shock experienced by the local economy. Senior government
leaders need to map out and deliver a roadmap for economic
recovery, social service providers need to be responsive to local
needs and those leaders living in the community must continue
to strengthen social networks.
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Introduction

The announcement of the closure of the Australian car industry in 2013 raised significant
concerns about the impact shutdowns would have on the communities that hosted
vehicle production over the previous seven decades (National Economics, 2014;
Newman & McDougall, 2009; Productivity Commission, 2014; Ranasinghe et al.,, 2014).
There is a small, but significant, international literature on how communities are
affected by large-scale closures, and this literature has emphasized both the complexity
of the potential impacts, as well as the influence of context in shaping outcomes
(Bailey et al., 2014; Chapain & Murie, 2008). Much of this scholarship has focused on
the material consequences arising from economic shock, that is, the impact on unemploy-
ment, average incomes, population growth or decline and Gross Regional Product (Beatty
et al., 2019). Much less is known about how members of affected communities feel about
change, including their perception of leaders and those with authority in managing the
transformation of their local economy. Importantly, the literature provides few insights
into their views on the depth and scale of the impacts on the place in which they live,
and how this may be affected by proximity or the experience of themselves, family
members and friends.

Promisingly, both the formal leadership literature and scholarship on place leader-
ship offer potential insights into questions around how communities feel about the
efforts of their leaders to manage change. Much scholarship on place leadership has
drawn implicitly or explicitly on insights drawn from organizational studies, while
placing greater emphasis on both context and connection to broader economic and
social theory (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Midrner, 2022). Similarly, organizational scho-
lars have engaged with questions of place (Sutherland et al., 2022). Importantly, the
two intellectual traditions have evinced a common concern for questions of purpose
(By, 2021; Kempster & Jackson, 2021), context (Clegg et al., 2021) and complexity
(Ford et al, 2021). Both traditions have considered the diverse strategies used to
effect change, as well as the need to sustain action over an extended period (Sotarauta
& Mustikkamaki, 2012).

This paper discusses the closure of Australia’s automotive industry and its impacts. It
explores four key questions: first, to what degree has place leadership been evident in
the management of change associated with the closure of Australia’s car manufacturing
industry? Second, how has the relationship between authority - or power - and leader-
ship found expression in the localities affected by plant closure? Third, what actions, pol-
icies or programmes have been most influential in shaping the perceptions of affected
communities? And, to what degree did the closure of the car industry shape the percep-
tion of leaders at both a local scale, and across the broader population? The paper makes
two important contributions to the literature on place leadership and the leadership of
change: first the research sheds light on the ways in which broader factors - including
the nature and source of policy interventions - influences population-wide perspectives
on change leadership. Second, it draws conclusions about the long-term impact of major
shocks to the economy in shaping community attitudes to local leaders and the ways in
which they seek to manage transformation. It is argued that such critical junctures in
regional economies have both a material impact (Grillitsch et al., 2021; Micek et al,,
2022) and a discursive influence in determining attitudes to leadership.
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The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the first section documents the
processes surrounding the closure of the car industry in Australia before moving on to
outline critical features of place leadership and its relationship with change manage-
ment. The subsequent section discusses the methods before considering the findings
within the context of their theoretical framing. The final section draws out the key
insights of this work.

The end of the Australian Passenger Vehicle Industry

The closure of the Australian passenger vehicle industry was a watershed moment in the
nation’s economic history as it represented the closure of a hallmark industry that had
long been held up as a symbol of national industrial strength (Carrillo et al., 2004). It
was an event studied in considerable detail in Australia, and followed with interest in
other developed economies concerned that a similar fate may await their own automo-
tive manufacturing facilities. The causes and processes behind the closure of the industry
have been examined in some considerable detail, and recent academic work has begun to
produce a more authoritative account of the consequences for affected workers (Irving
et al.,, 2022).

For the purposes of this paper, three key considerations shaped the way responses to
the automotive industry found expression at the local scale. First, central governments -
the state and federal tiers — held the overwhelming majority of resources and powers
needed to respond. Two states were significantly impacted (Victoria and South Australia),
and each developed distinctive programmes. In Victoria a very comprehensive response
was implemented, and included action by local government and local business organiz-
ations (Beer et al.,, 2021a). South Australia’s suite of programmes was of a lesser scale
given the smaller number of workers affected but was equally significant. Importantly,
both tiers of central government had developed considerable experience in dealing
with plant closures over the past decade, including automotive closures. Second, the
three Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) - Toyota, Ford and General Motors
Holden — made a commitment to establish processes for the management of the shut-
down (DESSFB, 2019) that assisted workers in the long term. However, each developed
their own measures, resulting in little commonality across sites. Third, for the regions
affected, the departure of the car manufacturing sector represented a ‘critical juncture’
(Grillitsch et al., 2021; Micek et al.,, 2022), locking in processes of inertia both at the
system and firm levels (Phelps & Fuller, 2016). Each site faced the prospect of either
renewal or decline, with effective action needed to ensure the best possible outcomes
for these communities and their residents.

The end of the passenger vehicle industry in Australia speaks to the literature on the
geography of change in ‘value capture trajectories’ of major corporations (Coe &
Yeung, 2015) but also resonates with the literature of discontent. It does so because
affected communities were exposed to the consequences of economic globalization
and increased inequality (McCann, 2020). Closure placed communities at risk and called
for careful management of, and leadership for, change. Rodriguez-Pose (2018) argued
communities of discontent are vulnerable to regressive populist politics, and as Dijkstra
et al. (2020) have shown, factors such as lower rates of educational attainment, higher
unemployment and lower incomes give rise to political disquiet (see Koeppen et al.,
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2021; Lenzi & Perucca, 2021). These conditions were present in car making regions prior to
closure, likely heightening the sense of alienation and disconnection. McKay et al. (2021)
have shown how marginalized regions have lower levels of trust, that is, they are ‘less
likely to believe that politicians care about their area’ (p. 11). For these reasons, in addition
to mobilizing resources, capabilities and power in the region and external to it, place
leaders need to build confidence and trust about the future of that place.

Place Leadership - Managing Change from the Bottom up?

The study of the leadership of places has emerged as a substantial body of work situated
broadly in regional studies, management and geography, as well as urban and regional
planning (Beer et al., 2021b). It is a body of research focused on questions of transforma-
tional leadership (Bass, 1985), specifically the capacity of leaders to reshape the economic
future of their communities, city or region. Moreover, it brings a number of strengths to
the intellectual challenge of understanding how change is led: for example, it explicitly
considers the ways in which individuals and groups mobilize and coordinate dispersed
constellations of actors, ranging from business, the public sector, higher education insti-
tutions, and civil society organizations (Collinge & Gibney, 2010; Sotarauta & Beer, 2021). It
addresses complex leader-follower relationships, as well as the diverse sources from
which place leadership may emerge within a community (Collinge & Gibney, 2010). A criti-
cal feature of the place leadership literature is the way it considers the relationship
between leadership and power. Unlike, conventional leadership studies based on the
analysis of organizations, research on place-based leadership acknowledges this form
of leadership is dependent on persuasion. These leaders lack the authority to compel,
and instead work to persuade both coalitions and other influential individuals to adopt
and implement an agenda of change (OECD, 2009). Indeed, Sotarauta and Beer (2017)
found in their analysis of the small township of Hallett in rural South Australia that few
community members identified elected members of parliament or local council as key
leaders.

Recent scholarship has suggested five critical factors enable place-based leadership,
although not all need to be present for such agents of change to emerge (David,
2021). The five factors are: networks for individuals and groups to work within; an
agenda or strategy that serves to coalesce action for transformation; physical and intan-
gible assets that can be deployed by leaders; an autonomy to act independently while
pursuing specific goals; and, the leadership skills essential to influence others. David
(2021) was able to identify combinations of these factors that resulted in positive
change. This work acknowledged that while some elements for locally driven uplift
may be present, change will not happen if they are not present at sufficient scale or
applied alongside other key drivers of change.

Method

Leadership studies have traditionally relied on the conventional social science repertoire
of quantitative methodologies, including surveys (Klenke, 2008, pp. 3-4). However, place
leadership research has principally deployed qualitative methodologies, notably case
studies and comparative analyses (Beer et al, 2021a). Surveys provide a structured
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overview of leadership but are poorly suited to understand processes of influence and
dynamic interaction between leaders and followers. Moreover, they direct the attention
to formal leadership positions instead of the less visible interactions that typify informal
leadership (see Potluka, 2021). That said, surveys offer unique insights into the perspective
of followers, and this voice has been absent from much of the literature on place leader-
ship. For this reason, a survey instrument was developed as a way of providing fresh
insights on this key dimension of change leadership.

The questionnaire focused on six domains: place-based leadership; local job growth
and opportunities; the impacts of plant closure; perceptions of the future economy; the
impact of COVID-19 on the personal circumstances of respondents; and, household
demographics. Ethics approval for the survey was received on 9 September 2021 and
data collection took place in late September and October of that year, following the pilot-
ing and validation of the instrument (Figures 1 and 2).

Responses were sought from members of the communities immediately surrounding
the major automotive plants, as well as a comparator population. The selected areas were
centred on the General Motors Holden factory in Elizabeth, South Australia; the Ford

[ GM Holden plant surrounding areas
[ ] Greater Adelaide

50 Kilometers
|

Figure 1. Case study site in South Australia.

Note: Greater Adelaide is defined in the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) definition of Greater Capital City
Statistical Areas (GCCSA); plant surrounding areas include postcodes 5106, 5108, 5109, 5111, 5112, 5113, 5114; the
greater metropolitan and plant surrounding areas are mutually exclusive.
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Figure 2. Case study sites in Victoria.

Note: Greater Melbourne is defined in the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) definition of Greater Capital
City Statistical Areas (GCCSA); plant surrounding areas include postcodes 3012, 3015, 3016, 3018, 3025, 3026, 3046, 3047,
3048, 3060, 3061, 3062, 3064, 3214, 3215, 3218, 3220; the greater metropolitan and plant surrounding areas are mutually
exclusive.

Campbellfield plant in northern Melbourne; the Ford Norlane plant in Geelong, Victoria;
and the Toyota assembly facility in the western suburbs of Melbourne. Importantly,
these are communities with a long-standing history of immigrant settlement, and
unlike other studies of regions affected by adverse economic change (see Deegan
et al.,, 2022) there is no evidence of increased outmigration from the affected regions
post the closure of the automotive industry in late 2017. Indeed the imposition of ‘shut-
downs’ from early 2020 in response to COVID-19 reduced population movements overall.
Two control groups were also established, one drawn from the general population of the
Adelaide metropolitan area, and the second from metropolitan Melbourne. Their selec-
tion reflected the fact the industry was almost entirely based in these two major urban
centres (Ranasinghe et al,, 2014). Data were collected using a mixed methods approach,
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including telephone surveys and online interviews. Respondents were individuals over
the age of 18 in the identified locations drawn from a publicly available data base - Aus-
tralia on Disk — who agreed to participate following a telephone conversation (EY
Sweeney, 2021). The survey took 28 min on average, and resulted in 943 responses for
the control group and 812 responses for the communities surrounding the plants.
However, not all respondents answered every survey question. Fully two thirds of respon-
dents were women, and there was a relatively even spread across age ranges, with those
aged 30-39 the single largest cohort at 22 per cent of the total.

Following collection, the data were cleaned and validated, with analysis undertaken
in SPSS.

Understanding Place Leaders as Change Managers

Change Managers, Change Leaders: The Impetus to act

The leadership of change at the scale of a city or region is inevitably complex, involving
multiple stakeholders, long time frames and the considerable commitment of time and
resources by leaders and those they seek to lead (Gibney & Nicholds, 2021). It also calls
for an awareness of the need for change: community recognition of the scale of the
challenge; a strong relationship between leaders and followers (Collinge & Gibney,
2010); a well-developed narrative of transformation (Peters, 2012); and, an awareness
of where the capacity to act effectively - agency - resides (Ayres, 2014). Of these
factors, recognition of the potential for adverse outcomes if action is not taken, and
acknowledgement of where authority is held, can be considered critical enablers of
change leadership.

Data from our survey provides clear evidence respondents were aware of the scale of
the challenge confronting their region. When asked how confident they were about the
future of their community, interviewees drawn from the wider metropolitan areas and the
affected communities gave very similar responses. Some 32 per cent of respondents from
the affected communities were not confident, compared with 30.8 per cent at the whole
of city scale. Similarly, some 18.6 per cent of respondents from the affected communities
were confident for the future, compared with 16 per cent of the wider population. For
many, this sense of potential crisis was deeply personal as fully 34.9 per cent of respon-
dents from across the metropolitan area and 62.9 per cent of those living in affected
regions reported they, or someone close to them, had worked in the automotive
sector. To underscore this point, 11.7 per cent of respondents from car manufacturing dis-
tricts reported they lost their employment when the car industry closed, while 7 per cent
of those from the metropolitan area were made redundant. Critically, these data reflect
the fact the automotive industry recruited staff from across the metropolitan region
rather than preferentially hiring those adjacent to the plants. The direct labour market
impacts were therefore widespread, whereas second-order change - the closure of
small businesses, media reporting of economic uncertainty et cetera — were focussed
locally. Some 69.9 per cent of interviewees from metropolitan Adelaide and Melbourne,
and 73.6 per cent of those from the target communities knew someone displaced from
the automotive industry - a partner, a friend, a child or a more distant relative. This
outcome is important, as it emphasizes that the end of the Australian passenger
vehicle industry had personal, local and regional significance. It was an event of
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sufficient scale for its impacts to span population groups and distance, while simul-
taneously concentrating the most adverse outcomes in a limited number of places.

Metropolitan residents and those living close to car-making plants had different per-
spectives on the importance of the industry for their community. Fully 75.7 per cent of
those living close to a former automotive plant considered these factories were either
important or very important, while just 32.1 per cent of the city-wide population evalu-
ated them as important. This much more acute perspective on local impacts was also
evident when respondents were asked whether their community suffered as a result of
the closure. Fully 68 per cent of those living locally strongly agreed their community
had suffered and a further 23 per cent agreed they had suffered to some degree. Only
19.8 per cent of those in the metropolitan area strongly agreed their community had
suffered, although 29.8 per cent agreed it had suffered somewhat. This latter point is criti-
cal as it highlights that while there was a discernible localization effect, the closure of the
car industry was of sufficient scale to generate widespread unease, even amongst those
not directly affected. Equally, the scale of economic change resulting from the car industry
inevitably had metropolitan-wide effects.

This sense of a significant adverse impact was reflected in free text responses and most
responses came from those living locally, though some metropolitan-scale comments
were received also. Many commented on the concrete outcomes arising from plant
closure: the loss of employment, the inability of young people to secure work, the
forced retirement of older workers, and the loss of skills from the labour force. Others
were mindful of the human cost of involuntary redundancy and limited prospects for
new work. They noted the family breakdowns that were expected to result from the
closure of the industry, as well as ‘people feeling insecurity’, and the ‘negative feeling
in the community’, as well as a ‘loss of respect for big business’. Others attributed the
demise of the industry to governments, noting

thousands of jobs lost, government does nothing other than to announce ‘airy fairy’ dreams,
visions which come to nothing.

For some, the departure of car manufacturing represented an existential crisis for them-
selves and the nation. One person noted the end of operations at the General Motors
Holden plant was ‘bad for Elizabeth, Holden was Elizabeth and that was taken away'.
Another observed

My parents lost jobs: families were affected. | learnt of students who were trained to enter
these jobs but then there were no jobs to go to. They had to find other means of employ-
ment. | also know there were local businesses who were greatly affected, as those who
were working in the auto industry didn't have the funds to go to these new businesses. |
know someone who used to work in the automotive industry for 40 years ... It affected the
morale of the community, we would wonder who we would meet in conversation and
how it would impact them.

Community Survey, online comment, 2021

Many keenly felt the loss of industrial and technical capacity, and the challenge this rep-
resented to the future of their region, with one arguing

a whole sector has gone (which has meant) that knowledge and expertise has been lost. Now we
are reliant on overseas manufacturing.
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Another observed it is now

all reliance on imports and affecting the state’s revenue, loss of opportunity in skills set, all the
skills might be lost in the future.

Overall, those interviewed acknowledged the importance of the car industry to Australia
and the communities in which they live. The latter was far more important to those close
to a major automotive plant and these local community members were also much more
aware of the negative impacts of the closures. For some, the change that took place in the
economy was acknowledged as a material shock to the wellbeing of their locality, but also
challenged their understanding of their place in the world and the role of governments
and large-scale businesses. This sense of loss and disruptive change encouraged many
to seek ways of better understanding and interpreting both what has occurred and the
likely future — a role commonly ascribed to leaders.

Identifying the Leaders

As Sotarauta (2016) has persuasively argued, the diffuse nature of power within society means
it is important to distinguish between those whose positions are best described as authority
holders, and place leaders. The latter may hold formal authority, or may not, and instead
simply rely on the capacity to persuade others. Previous research has identified place-
based leaders occupying a number of roles within Australian society and the economy. For
example, Sorensen and Epps (1996) focused on the influence of individuals politically
engaged with the state government, while Gray (1991) discussed the — sometimes negative
- influence of long-established elites within rural communities. Smailes (2002) considered the
ways informal groups of citizens shaped their community, while Kroehn et al. (2010) noted the
significant influence of key business interests while and Collinge and Gibney (2010) documen-
ted the leadership role of universities. Beer (2014) argued for the transformative power of
community leaders working in opposition to governments, but this insight was drawn
from a study of a small rural community and as Weller (2021) argued, central governments
more willingly engage with issues of greater scale and strategic significance.

When asked who they considered to be a local leader, respondents overwhelmingly
identified governments, their leaders and their agencies as the most important drivers
of change (Table 1). Three key insights stand out: First, most respondents associated
local leadership with formal leadership, those occupying positions of authority -
mayors, local councillors, members of the Australian Parliament and members of the
South Australian Parliament. While there was some difference between the broader
metropolitan population and those living in the affected regions, this difference was
not substantial. Second, respondents from regions directly affected by the closure of
the passenger vehicle industry were considerably more likely to identify those who do
not hold formal authority — business leaders, community organizations, the leaders of
sporting organizations and of religion - as local leaders. The contrast in the two set of
responses was marked at up to 20 percentage points. It is possible this difference is a
product of the shocks experienced by the localities affected by industry closure.
However, it may be a consequence of deeper differences, including the fact automotive
plants were located in lower income, working class communities; the higher percentage
of immigrants living there; and, the greater prominence of bonding, rather than bridging,
social capital in these places. Third, and finally, it is important to note the significance
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Table 1. Identification of local leaders, percentage of respondents in affected regions and
broader metropolitan areas.
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Source: Community Survey 2021.

attached to business and community leaders by interviewees drawn from locations where
major automotive plants closed. Put simply, those from affected-places places were 16 per
cent more likely to consider business figures important local leaders than metropolitan
respondents. Community organizations were more likely to be considered leaders by
those living in the affected regions, and there was a 20 percentage point gap between
this group and metropolitan residents.

Perceptions of leadership are likely to be affected by a number of factors, including the
distribution of relevant powers across Australia’s three tiers of government, established
networks of influence, visibility in the media, prominence in the community and the
observed effectiveness of individuals and organizations in responding to change.
Overall, most survey respondents had a negative perspective on those in authority and
their capacity to act (Table 2).

However, the perceived responsiveness of organizations was uneven, with the Australian
Government, the state governments and the automotive companies judged most poorly.
There was a gradient across the three tiers of government in Australia, with the national
government judged lowest. State government received fewer negative assessments,
which declined again for local government. This pattern held for metropolitan respondents
and affected regions. Overall, the data suggest that greater expectations were placed on the
more senior tiers of government, and these expectations were not met. The automotive
companies were also seen to be accountable for the closures and its aftermath, resulting
in a significantly negative assessment of their responses. Not-for-profit organizations -
especially social service providers — received relatively favourable assessments, especially
from affected localities. This suggests a positive impact in the lead up to, and after,
closure. Community leaders — who do not hold formal authority — were neither critiqued
nor lauded, a recognition of their limited influence on the processes surrounding major
economic change. The union movement and private enterprise generally were not
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Table 2. How well organizations were seen to respond to automotive plant closures, affected
regions and broader metropolitan areas.
70

60

50

20

Australian State Local Community Unions Social Service Private Not for Profit Automotive
Government Government Government Leaders Providers Businesses Organisations Companies

Assessment of responsiveness

Extremely Well/Very Well Metropolitan Region Extremely Well/Very Well Affected Regions
Not Very Well/Not Well at All Metropolitan Region = Not Very Well/Not Well at All Affected Regions

Source: Community Survey 2021

perceived as being responsive to changing conditions and this sentiment was most acute in
the places that experienced economic disruption.

Managing and Leading Change

Following Bass (1985) and Collinge et al. (2010), the leadership of places is seen to be
transformational, bringing about change for the betterment of the community or
region. This conceptualization of place-based leaders as both initiators and managers
of change is pivotal, as it speaks to the agency of individuals, groups and organizations,
their engagement with the region and their capacity to shape outcomes through
influence, authority or some other dimension of power (Sotarauta, 2016). In the European
Union, for example, the need for transformational leadership at the regional level has
become more explicit through efforts by the public sector to implement smart specializ-
ation (Boschma, 2014). However, transformational leadership may result in the transac-
tional management of public funds. Sotarauta and Suvinen (2019) concluded
individuals and organizations acting as place leaders may focus too much on the pro-
cesses of change. They do so in order to achieve transformation, accepting an indirect
approach because it is the only available pathway.

When asked if the process of economic change was well managed, 15.2 per cent of respon-
dents from communities that previously accommodated major automotive plants felt that it
had been handled very well or extremely well, and this rate was comparable with the 13.4 per
cent for the broader group of respondents. Those in the affected communities, however,
were more likely to be critical, with 32.5 per cent viewing the transition as handled not
very well, or not well at all, compared with 26.3 per cent of metropolitan respondents.

Respondents from across the metropolitan area believed the organizations most likely to
shape their future included state governments, local governments, and private businesses in
that order (Table 3), while those from affected regions gave a different rank order: the state
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Table 3. Agreement and disagreement that named organizations will shape the future of the
community or region, affected regions and broader metropolitan areas.*
70

60

50

40

Per cent

Australian State Local Community Unions Social Service Private Not for Profit ~ Automotive
Government Government Government Leaders Providers Businesses Organisations Companies
Metropolitan Region Extremely Well/Very Well Affected RegionsExtremely Well/Very Well

Metropolitan Region - Not Very Well/Not Well at All + Affected Regions - - Not Very Well/Not Well at All
Source: Community Survey 2021.
*The question asked for responses on a five-point Likert scale. Responses for the mid-point are not reported here or
in the following table.

government, private business, local government and the Australian Government. This more
localized, business focused perspective is notable, as is the relatively high expectations placed
upon community leaders, social service organizations and the not-for-profit sector. Those
living in the affected regions were substantially more likely to perceive unions as having
an influence on the future of their community, but they reported a stronger level of disagree-
ment also. These data suggest a more polarized perspective on unions and their capacity to
shape change in places affected by economic transformation and reflects the outcomes of
comparable research on the MG Rover closure in the UK (see Bailey & de Ruyter, 2015).

Local, business-oriented, expectations were reinforced when survey participants were
asked about their expectations around future growth. Fully 95.5 per cent of those in the
affected regions, and 89 per cent of those in the wider metropolitan area, felt private
business would lead. There was strong support for the proposition that both large
national firms and those enterprises already present would create jobs and, in both
instances, there was more support for this statement than at the metropolitan scale.
Respondents were more equivocal on the question of new technology creating employ-
ment opportunities, with 55 per cent of metropolitan residents and 67 per cent of those
more directly affected by change indicating it would lead to growth. However, the most
sober assessment was made of international businesses: only 43 per cent of respondents
drawn from the metropolitan area, and 48.5 per cent of those from the affected regions
considered that global investment would contribute to job growth.

Followership
Almost without exception, research into how leaders shape the future of places has set
out to answer a limited number of key questions: who are the leaders; what is the
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source of their authority or power; how have they acted to bring about change; what have
been the impediments to success; what has been their relationship with formal authority,
including the powers of government, and how have they evaluated their success? Much
less attention has been given to those who are assumed to be the beneficiaries of this
leadership - the followers.

Followership is a concept found throughout research on the leadership of organizations
and it has been argued there can be no leaders without followers (Uhl-Bien et al.,, 2014). Hol-
lander (1992, p. 43) noted the concepts of leader and follower do not exist in isolation and
that a relational approach is needed to understand their points of intersection. Crossman
and Crossman (2011, p. 29) reflected on the importance of context in shaping both follower-
ship and leadership, while Popper (2011) analysed why followers are attracted to leaders and
concluded that for many ‘the leader becomes a kind of narrative that grants meaning and
strengthens social identity’. In a similar vein, Blair and Bligh (2018) noted the cultural dimen-
sion of followership, and how followers more distant from leaders are more likely to engage
in dissent. They also discussed the importance of expectations, with followership often con-
tingent on the degree to which expectations have been met. Epitropaki et al. (2017, p. 859)
discussed the role of mental constructs in shaping the attitudes and behaviour of followers.
That is, the implicit theories individuals hold in their mind which then shapes the willingness
of followers to follow, as well as their interpretation of the actions of leaders. Clearly follower-
ship is important, as are the elements embedded within it: culture, trust, context and the
relationship between leaders and those they seek to lead.

Little attention has been paid to followership within place-based leadership, and this
represents a significant lacuna in research. Followership is a fundamental corollary of lea-
dership, but it implies a relationship between those who lead and those who are led that
is open to question. As Alvehus (2021) has argued, the concept of followership suggests
active engagement and influence amongst this group, but in reality the decisions of
leaders are often met by acceptance, obedience and ‘docility’. Communities affected by
adverse events may be especially prone to silent forbearance, especially if the political
system provides few avenues for local debate and action.

It was not possible to measure every dimension of followership in our survey, but it was
feasible to focus on the question of trust as a way of gauging attitudes to - and concep-
tualizations of — leaders active at the local scale. Specifically, the instrument sought to
measure the degree to which trust in a range of potential leaders may have changed
as a consequence of the closure of the passenger vehicle industry. It must be emphasized
that trust and changing levels of trust speaks to the relational nature of leadership and
followership as trust is a metric of persuasive power.

Large-scale plant closures are a disruptive event in the life of individuals, households
and entire regions. As might be expected, the end of passenger vehicle production in Aus-
tralia eroded trust in leaders at both at the metropolitan and local scales (Table 4). The
data demonstrate plant closures and related processes exerted a tangible, and potentially
long term, influence on trust population-wide. This influence was most profound in those
communities close to the sites undergoing change. This finding is significant as it res-
onates with Blair and Bligh’s (2018) observation on the impact on followership of distance
from the leadership. It needs to be acknowledged that Blair and Bligh (2018) referred to
the degree of separation within a hierarchical organization, but these data suggest it
applies also to physical distance when examining place leadership.
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Table 4. Change in trust by type of organization, affected regions and broader metropolitan
areas.
50

45

40

35

30

25

Per cent

20

Australian State Government Local Government Community Unions Social Service  Private Businesses  Not for Profit
Government Leaders Providers Organisations

Metropolitan Region - Increased Affected Regions - Increased Metropolitan Region - Decreased Affected Regions - Decreased

Source: Community Survey 2021.

Almost uniformly, a greater percentage of respondents indicated their trust in a wide
array of leaders had declined, rather than increased, as a result of the closures and associ-
ated job losses (Table 4). The largest diminution in trust occurred amongst some of the
organizations that interviewees considered most likely to shape their community’s
future trajectory: the Australian, state and local governments. Respondents were far
more likely to say they had lost trust in the three tiers of government than report the
opposite, and in the case of persons resident in the affected regions and their assessment
of the Australian Government, respondents were approximately nine times more likely to
do so. Unions also saw a reduction in their stature, especially within the communities in
which factories had closed. However, the strongly negative assessment of many was
almost equalled by those who reported a higher level of trust in unions following shut-
down of the industry. Similarly, those living in places most directly affected by change
indicated either an increase or decrease in their trust of community leaders in approxi-
mately equal proportions: some 21 per cent indicated a more trusting position, while
22.3 per cent said trust in the leaders of their community had been eroded.

The business sector was seen to gain local trust as a consequence of industry closure,
and this was important given that approximately 70 per cent of those interviewed
believed private industry was central to the future of their region. Additionally, percep-
tions on the trustworthiness of social service providers were different from most other cat-
egory of leader. There was relatively little movement in the degree to which these
organizations were trusted at both the metropolitan and local scales, and trust increased
slightly (3.5 percentage points) in the affected regions. Not-for-profit organizations also
gained trust over this period at the metropolitan scale. It is possible the more positive
assessment of not-for-profit organizations generally, and social service providers specifi-
cally, is a function of their capacity to develop and disseminate a positive narrative of
change: of actions being undertaken, of distress being relieved and of new futures
being created through support and care. Such narratives have the potential to
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reconfigure attitudes towards these organizations — the mental constructs attached to
them - thereby enhancing their influence on others.

Discussion

The closure of the Australian passenger vehicle industry was a signal event nationally. This
paper has shown that place leadership has a role to play in managing the short-term
effects of plant closures and providing reassurance to the community, but this leadership
is partial and potentially restricted to limiting the human costs of economic shock. This
finding is consistent with recent work by Potluka et al. (2022, p. 15) who concluded ‘infor-
mal place leadership is not capable of filling the vacuum if people are not satisfied with
the local political decisions made by formal political leaders’. Those surveyed were
unequivocally dissatisfied with the decision and actions of political leaders who were
seen as failing to provide a clear pathway to future prosperity and economic surety.
Place leaders could not fill this absence, but they were able to provide a discursive
benefit through wider channels of communication, and a material benefit by more
closely linking actions on the ground with the announcements of authority holders.
Social service providers, as agencies providing assistance on-site, were considered the
most responsive organizations, followed by not-for-profits generally. This finding is con-
sistent with recent research by Rees et al. (2022) which highlighted the unique capacity of
voluntary sector organizations to provide distinctive leadership based on ‘their ability to
draw on and mobilize local knowledge, their positioning in a web of dense local relation-
ships and the notion that their intrinsic characteristics are a key source of ... value to the
local governance network’ (p. 1). Other types of organization were considered insensitive
to the challenges of closure but would likely have been excused this indifference if they
had been able to meet other community expectations — specifically the desire for a visibly
successful economic development strategy. This perception of deficit permeated how
participants responded to many survey questions.

Context is important when considering how leaders are perceived, with survey respon-
dents in affected regions distinct in their responses when compared with the metropoli-
tan population. However, city-wide respondents were still concerned about the closure of
the industry. In part this outcome reflects the strong history of engagement between the
sector and the broader population with respondents reporting a higher than anticipated
level of connection to the automotive industry. This found expression in both the substan-
tial percentage who had worked in the industry, as well as the very high proportion who
had a close connection employed in the vehicle building industry. The social and familial
networks of respondents from both the affected regions and the metropolitan area as a
whole had high representations of former automotive industry workers. This suggests
previous academic analysis of the impacts of shutdown in Australia’s automotive industry
may have overlooked an important dimension of social and economic change (Armstrong
et al,, 2008): the fact that such events have impacts that are simultaneously personal and
population-wide. Large numbers of individuals were affected, and they experienced a
deeply personal sense of loss.

The closure of the automotive industry mattered for many people and this meant that
even four years after the event, many held strong feelings, including a sense of disillusion-
ment. Individuals were able to give voice to those feelings, and the depth of emotion
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expressed was significant. Additionally, the closure of the vehicle-building industry was a
critical juncture for the affected regions and it is likely that this event will shape attitudes —
especially towards governments - in the long term. It may result in greater opportunities
for local - place-based - leaders to emerge and gain significance by constructing a sense
of belonging, while also articulating a pathway to a secure future. Positively, the survey
found a relatively high level of confidence in the future of affected regions and the metro-
politan areas they sit within.

There was a markedly more positive assessment of the prospects for the future than of
the performance of those occupying positions of authority. For respondents, those they
looked to for leadership were first and foremost the local state members of parliament
and federal members, with local government important also. But leadership was spread
across business leaders, community members and those prominent in sporting organiz-
ations. Pointedly, those living in the regions directly affected by the closures were
more likely to nominate locally-based leaders as significant.

It is clear the survey participants were knowledgeable about on where power resides
within the Australian landscape, but there was pronounced discontent with how it had
been applied. This perspective resonates with scholarship on the geography of discontent
(Rodriguez-Pose, 2018), and especially those studies highlighting the loss of trust in mar-
ginalized places (Koeppen et al,, 2021; Lenzi & Perucca, 2021; McKay et al., 2021). It also
reinforces arguments that a local capacity to act is much more important in marginal
economies vulnerable to crises than in the economic heartland (Productivity Commission,
2017). Paradoxically, all too often the necessary leadership is weak and fragmented.

The examination of followership and the role of trust has provided a new perspective
on leadership and change management in communities undergoing transition. There was
an evident tension between those organizations respondents knew would determine the
future of their region and those they trusted. State governments were seen to be the most
pivotal determinant of future wellbeing, but respondents reported a significant degra-
dation of trust. The Australian Government was also considered important for the
future of these places, and experienced a significant decrease in trustworthiness. By con-
trast, private businesses were viewed as the second most important driver of future pros-
perity, but suffered a more modest erosion of trust, especially in the affected regions.
Social service providers and not-for-profit organizations generally had the most favour-
able outcomes with respect to changed perceptions of trustworthiness, while being
seen as somewhat important for the future.

It is important to acknowledge that the outcomes presented here do not represent an
end point in understanding how leaders are perceived by communities affected by large
scale shutdowns. In many ways the quantitative approach deployed here represents a first
step towards a deeper analysis of this issue, providing a sense of the nature and scale of
the issue but leaving open critical questions around causation and pathways. Our findings
suggest further research is needed into the reasons that underpin the lowering of trust in
government agencies and businesses and the raised appreciation of social service provi-
ders in regions affected by economic restructuring. There is scope to use qualitative
methods to explore the ways in which individuals attribute their perceptions to the
‘real world’ phenomenon of industry change (Heider, 1958) while also applying an epis-
temic reflexivity that enables the research participants to understand their circumstances
in new and enabling ways (Johnson & Duberley, 2003)
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Conclusion

This paper set out to explore the intersection between the management literature and scho-
larship on the leadership of places. It did so through the examination of the closure of Austra-
lia’s automotive industry and the impacts this event had on the neighbourhoods adjacent to
the automotive factories. The paper has shown, that from the perspective of both those living
in affected communities and the metropolitan region, the process of change was poorly led.
Respondents to the survey expected more from their leaders, and especially governmental
leaders. They had lower expectations of leaders operating at the local level because they
acknowledged they held less authority to implement change. One of the most important
findings was the very high — and often personal - exposure of respondents to potentially trau-
matic change. If individuals weren’t made redundant themselves, they likely knew a family
member, a friend, or a former colleague who was affected. This reality no doubt contributed
to a second important conclusion: unmet expectations resulted in this process of major econ-
omic change eroding trust in leaders, especially governmental leaders. Leaders need followers
if they are to be leaders, but the data presented here suggest the former automotive regions
are places of discontent and likely to reject conventional political leadership.

The research has shed light on the ways in which contextual factors — including the
nature and source of policy interventions — can influence population-wide perspectives
on place leadership. In this instance, context shaped expectations and the ‘mental con-
structs’ followers used to assess those in leadership roles, as well as in determining
exposure to the negative consequences of closure. The closure of the motor vehicle build-
ing industry in Australia was a critical juncture in the economies of affected regions and
this has had material outcomes, as well as a discursive influence that shaped attitudes to
leaders. Social service providers, and other not-for-profit organizations were seen to take
action and work for the betterment of affected communities. In consequence, their stand-
ing locally remained strong, and indeed rose slightly. At the same time, the shutdowns
resulted in a community-held perception of central government and private sector
failure - especially by the automotive industry.

This paper set out to answer four key questions: First, it sought to determine the degree to
which place leadership been evident in the management of change associated with the
closure of Australia’s car manufacturing industry? We found place leadership in its various
forms was present in the affected regions, but exerted a muted impact as it was oversha-
dowed by central governments and the influence of businesses. This was to be expected
given the high profile of the automotive industry. Second, the paper examined the relation-
ship between authority and leadership in the localities affected by plant closure. Importantly,
community members had the highest expectations of governments, the automotive indus-
try and business generally, but saw inadequacies in their performance as leaders because
these expectations were unfulfilled. They had much lower expectations of community
leaders and social service providers, but evaluated them more positively. To a degree,
formal authority, and the consequent perceived power to take action, undermined the
capacity of central governments and the automotive industry to serve as effective leaders
as they were held to a standard they were either unable or unwilling to achieve. Third, the
paper sought to determine which actions, policies or programmes have been most influen-
tial in shaping the perceptions of affected communities? It is clear that for leaders drawn from
the community and the social services sector an active role in managing the processes — and
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consequences - of change added to their lustre within the community. Conversely for central
government and the automotive industry their focus on the management of the detailed
processes of transition in the automotive enterprises meant they were not perceived as pro-
viding the strategic leadership and transformational rejuvenation of the economy the com-
munity sought. Finally, the paper considered how the closure of the car industry shaped the
perception of leaders at both a very local scale, and across the broader population. The clear
evidence is that while the impacts were most acute close to the factories, they were also sig-
nificant at the metropolitan scale. It is clear events such as the shutdown of a substantial
industry have this capacity to ‘jump’ scales with respect to how leadership is perceived.
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