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The Regional Arts and Social Impact research project 

The Role of the Creative Arts in Regional Australia: A Social Impact Model is an Australian Research 
Council Linkage Project. The project presents a rare opportunity to address the long-standing 
problem facing regional and remote communities in Australia of how to strategically communicate 
and effectively evaluate the social impact of the creative arts in their communities. The consequence 
of this ongoing issue is the lack of policy for regional arts funding that responds to community 
capacity and need, which is potentially failing regional communities. The term regional arts is a 
catch-all for vastly different activities and areas, from large prosperous regional centres to isolated 
remote townships.  

The Centre for Social Impact (n.d., 1) defines it as “the net effect of an activity on a 
community and the well-being of individuals and families”. While social impact is an increasing field 
of research and investigation its application to the creative arts has not been significantly 
understood or examined from an end user perspective. This research collaborates with two 
geographically opposed regional communities, central western Queensland and the northwest 
corridor of Tasmania, both of whom face considerable challenges while also having vibrant and 
activated creative landscapes.  

The focus of this case study is northwest Tasmania which is a recognised area of social 
disadvantage, ranking in the lowest quintiles of the Socio-Disadvantage Index. Situated on palawa 
country, the region is also nationally recognised as a centre of art, culture and creativity. It is home 
to significant arts organisations and festivals including arts and social change company Big hART, arts 
festival Ten Days on the Island, and Panama Music Festival. This is also a region experiencing 
significant challenges, including higher than average rates of long-term health conditions, and low 
rates of high school completion. However, community members highlight their heritage, artists, 
culture and landscapes as crucial local assets, and embrace their creative skills and craft traditions to 
innovatively address local challenges. The following case study, Paper on Skin, reflects the region’s 
creativity and innovation and highlights the value of place-based art, culture and creativity in 
supporting communities to survive and thrive amid socio-economic change. 

 

On palawa country in lutruwita, northwest Tasmania. 
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Case study: Paper on Skin  

Paper on Skin is a wearable paper art competition and series of activities held biannually in 
Devonport on the northwest coast of Tasmania. Initiated in 2012, it has evolved alongside the 
maturation of northwest Tasmania as a region of arts and cultural significance. The values 
underpinning Paper on Skin have always emphasised local heritage and identity, and artistic 
innovation. These values are realised through a varying suite of activities that reflect the industrial 
heritage of the northwest city of Burnie and the importance of the former paper mill as a mainstay 
of the local economy. For example, competition entries must be wearable garments made from at 
least 80% paper, and events such as papermaking workshops, public lectures and exhibitions are 
programmed around the competition judging and gala event. Through centring the heritage craft of 
papermaking Paper on Skin has maintained a strong local significance and contributed to evolving 
northwest Tasmania’s identity and self-image, while having national and international relevance and 
appeal. Over the years its growth and prestige has helped advance northwest Tasmania’s national 
reputation as a site of culture and innovation. 

 Paper on Skin partners with state and local governments and range of community 
organisations and businesses to deliver the competition and main gala event, and associated suite of 
other activities. It was initiated by the volunteer-run Burnie Arts Council and between 2012 and 
2020 developed and delivered in close partnership with Burnie City Council. In late 2021, reflecting 
its success over the years and growing significance across the northwest region, Paper on Skin 
secured competitive state government arts funding and a new partnership with Devonport City 
Council. This case study traces this growth and analyses Paper on Skin’s role in shaping the identities 
of Burnie and the broader region of northwest Tasmania. The following discussion is informed by 
individual interviews, community consultation workshops undertaken in Burnie, and field 
observations during site visits to northwest Tasmania in 2019, 2021 and 2022. The discussion 
focusses on the ways Paper on Skin contributes to a distinctive regional identity, and its role in 
supporting communities in northwest Tasmania to thrive.  

 

Creatively shaping northwest Tasmania  

Paper on Skin emerged during, and in response to, a period of significant economic and social 
change in the city of Burnie. Community members acknowledged the centrality of the former paper 
mill to Burnie’s growth and prosperity throughout the twentieth century, as well as the 
environmental and social challenges associated with an industrial city. They noted “Burnie had an 
incredibly bad name” (interviewee B008) and “was the very model of a dirty industrial town. So dirty 
that Midnight Oil1 wrote a song about the place” (interviewee B002). At the same time, community 
members overwhelmingly expressed pride and admiration in their community’s resilience and desire 
to reimagine, “reinvent” (interviewee B002), and “transform” (interviewee B009) their city, its 
image, and build new opportunities following closure of the mill and significant local economic 
disruption. Locally-driven arts, cultural, and creative activities and events such as Paper on Skin were 
positioned as critical in revitalising Burnie, developing community capacity and pride.  

 
1 Midnight Oil. (1981). Burnie [recorded by G. Johns]. On Place without a Postcard. Rondor Music International. 
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Paper on Skin reflects a conscious process of creative place-making, whereby art, culture and 
creativity are strategically deployed to support socioeconomic vibrancy and enhance liveability (see 
Fielding and Trembath 2019, 20). Through “picking up that papermaking legacy and creating 
something really beautiful and innovative in relation to paper art” (interviewee B007) it repositions 
the region’s industrial heritage as a distinctive and important local asset and source of pride. 
Community members felt that “not shying-away from the industrial heritage of a place, making the 
most of it … is really important”, lending a sense of authenticity to local creative activity (interviewee 
B002). Paper on Skin’s connection to the region’s industrial past, and involvement of community 
members, was cited as key to its success:   

It feels real. You have people who worked in the pulp mill that are making beautiful 
things or advising on papermaking. … And also they love to see that that isn’t dead. 
That is part of what fed their families for generations. I absolutely respect how 
important that was for the whole northwest coast – the mills and production – 
because it fed generations of people. It was so ingrained in all aspects of 
community life (interviewee B008). 

Paper on Skin shapes place through embracing the history of the community, its values and lived 
experiences, and reflecting these stories back to community members (Redaelli 2019, 180-181). It 
also exemplifies the value of art and culture for counteracting negative perceptions and 
representations of a place imposed from outside and enhancing a community’s image and self-
esteem (Bartleet et al. 2019, 102). 

The wearable paper art competition attracts entries from local, national and international, 
hobbyist, emerging and established artists, including “artists who are absolutely at the top of their 
game” (interviewee B007). In 2022, the competition attracted entries from 40 artists representing 12 

2018 Paper on Skin gala event, ‘Empress at Forbidden City’ by Cynthia Hawkins. Photograph by Grant Wells Photography. 
Image supplied by Paper on Skin. 
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countries. The program and its global recognition have clear resonance and significance in the city of 
Burnie; for instance, “it put Burnie on the map as a centre to be reckoned with in the promotion of 
textile art” (interviewee B009) and shaped the community’s self-image and self-esteem. Describing 
the 2012 gala event an interviewee said “it was just the most remarkable thing. And we did that. We 
did that. The Burnie community did that ... And I came out of there so uplifted and I think the other 
200 people in the room did as well” (interviewee B008). This perspective suggests sense of 
community and place identity were strengthened through engagement with arts and culture. By 
emphasising the place-based tangible and intangible assets of a community, projects such as Paper 
on Skin can influence how a community perceives itself, its stories, and anticipates the future 
(Brownett 2018, 76). Paper on Skin is a demonstration of the community’s sense of pride toward 
Burnie’s heritage, identity and success. Pride is one of the event’s intangible, “take home” impacts 
(ibid., 78), and part of Paper on Skin’s living legacy in the community. 

Rentschler et al. (2015b, 15) note the potential for success when the arts celebrate a 
distinctive local identity while lauding an international canon, though warn that arts activities and 
events which focus too heavily on international competition and external audiences can risk 
neglecting local communities, their cultural needs and local resources. Paper on Skin appears to 
avoid this through a consciously ‘place first’, ‘community first’ approach (community consultation 
participant, March 2021), its focus on specific local assets, and involvement of a plethora of local 
partners and stakeholders2. These factors make it a hyperlocal event with a national and 

 
2 Over the years Paper on Skin has been made possible through financial and in-kind support from local 
businesses and partnerships with a range of sectors including education, government, and arts and culture. 
Local partners and sponsors have included, for example, Betta Milk, Design Eye, University of Tasmania, Burnie 
City Council, Reflexions Dance Studio, Cocoon Designs, and Big hART. It has also secured funding through state 
and federal competitive grant rounds. 

Two-time Paper on Skin competition finalist Chloe Townsend facilitated a 'Create Your Own Headpiece' 
workshop as part of Paper on Skin's 2022 program of activities. Pictured: Chloe with workshop 

participants. Image supplied by Paper on Skin. 
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international outlook which, rather than undercutting its authenticity for locals, amplifies their sense 
of pride and shared success. 

While having hyperlocal significance in Burnie, Paper on Skin is reflective of the culture of 
creativity that characterises the broader region of northwest Tasmania, and a program that 
advances the region’s reputation as a site of arts, culture and creative innovation. As an interviewee 
articulated:  

The event is representative now of not just Burnie but the northwest coast – it is 
representative of Tasmania. It is attracting international interest and that’s not 
because it was based in a paper town. It is because of what value that program has 
to offer (interviewee B014). 

The event and associated activities reflect efforts throughout the region to shape and strengthen 
communities by centring art, culture and creativity in regional revitalisation strategies. For instance, 
state government investment in place-based arts and cultural experiences such as festivals and a 
literary prize have helped grow cultural tourism throughout the state following the decline of 
manufacturing (Lehman and Reiser 2014). In the northwest city of Devonport, art, culture and 
creativity are positioned centrally within local government’s Building Quality of Life goal (Devonport 
City Council 2022, 34-36), and identified as a local strength and strategy to support tourism across 
the region (Wootton 2022, 4). Northwest Tasmania is the second most visited region in the state for 
arts and culture (Australia Council for the Arts 2020, 76), which reflects the success of the region’s 
arts-based place-branding strategies, and the strength of programs such as Paper on Skin in shaping 
the region’s reputation. 

 

Innovation and thriveability 

Paper on Skin’s program of activities changes every year as the project responds to the needs and 
interests of northwest communities, seeks to engage new audiences, and embraces opportunities 
for collaboration and impact. As an interviewee expressed, “it has just evolved every year – it is one 
of those things that seems to be a little bit more than the sum of its parts and has a momentum all 
of its own” (interviewee B007). In 2020 Paper on Skin collaborated with Big hART, Australia’s leading 
arts and social change organisation, and local employment services to provide professional 
development and employment opportunities for young women in northwest Tasmania. COVID-19 
restrictions in 2020 prevented the delivery of face-to-face events, and so young women involved in 
Big hART’s Project O initiative formed part of a film production team, working with Burnie Arts 
Council, models and filmmakers to produce a film showcasing competition entries in lieu of the 
Paper on Skin gala and fashion parade. In addition to paid employment and the development of soft 
skills – such as time management, teamwork and problem solving (Big hART 2020) – this 
collaboration with Paper on Skin expanded young people’s perception of possible careers and 
futures. As an interviewee noted, “in this area it’s that whole you can’t do what you can’t see thing. 
There’s not a huge diversity of different jobs that young women in a highly agricultural and industrial 
area are seeing as ways of living their future”. However, collaborating with artists and creative 
professionals ‘broaden out horizons’ and provide young women with examples of other pathways 
(interviewee B003).  
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Previous research has noted the important role of art, culture and creativity in the 
development and sustainability of communities in rural, regional and remote Australia (see for 
example Anwar McHenry 2011; Rentschler et al. 2015; Skippington 2016; Anwar McHenry et al. 
2018; Bartleet et al. 2019). Art, culture and creativity make important contributions to regional 
economic development through the creation of employment, skills and training opportunities (Hearn 
et al. 2020; Skippington 2016) and supporting industries such as tourism, but they also “play a role in 
the attraction and/or retention of regional populations and therefore may be vital for broader 
socioeconomic vibrancy of regional communities” (Achurch 2019, 28). Research by the Regional 
Australia Institute finds that the character of a town, its cultural vibrancy, and availability of artistic 
and cultural activities and events are important liveability factors which support the desirability of a 
place and influence people’s decisions to move to or remain in a regional community (see Houghton 
and Vohra 2021, 19; Achurch 2019, 31). Paper on Skin is part of the ecosystem of creative activity 
that supports the sustainability of northwest Tasmania and one of the attractions that bring people 
to the region and support locals to stay (community consultation participant, March 2021). 

Community members highlighted how place-based and locally-driven arts, cultural and 
creative initiatives produce social and economic, inward and outward-facing outcomes, through 
highlighting a region’s uniqueness as a destination to visit, and reframing a community’s own sense 
of self. For instance, an interviewee noted that community-led art, culture and creativity serve “as a 
repository of the community’s stories” (interviewee B002) and generate “real economic impact as 
well as emotional impact” through fostering community pride, as well as opportunities for 
employment and increased visitor spending (interviewee B008). The close relationship between the 
social, cultural and economic impacts of art, culture and creativity noted by community members is 
reflected throughout the literature exploring the role of art, culture and creativity in rural, regional 
and remote Australia. For instance, Anwar McHenry (2009, 63) argues “cultural tourism not only 
provides additional economic opportunities but also builds capacity and strengthens local identity, 
thus improving social wellbeing”. Bartleet et al. (2019, 163) find that in remote communities, the 
social and cultural contributions of art, culture and creativity cannot be separated from economic 
outcomes. In the case of Paper on Skin, the program intentionally links a range of opportunities for 

Behind the scenes - making the 2020 Paper on Skin film. Photograph by Grant Wells 
Photography. Image supplied by Paper on Skin. 
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local people – including employment, skills development, arts engagement, and social interaction – 
with hyperlocal and regional outcomes.  

Beyond sustainability, the concept of thriveability includes the human dimensions of 
creativity, hope, imagination and compassion (see Thrum 2014; Nussbaum 2011). This concept is 
more useful for understanding how community members in northwest Tasmania position art, 
culture and creativity as foundational in the creation of inclusive, liveable communities. Arts and 
cultural initiatives like Paper on Skin “focus on the community and how we can connect people with 
opportunities” (community consultation participant, March 2021). As the case of Shorewell Presents 
also demonstrated, “projects like this [Paper on Skin] lift spirits; they lift what you believe is 
possible” to achieve and experience (interviewee B008). These perspectives highlight how arts, 
culture, heritage and creativity are “more than amenities to improve the quality of life but as a 
foundation upon which the future of these rural/small communities resets … the arts and creative 
activities can profoundly affect the ability of a town not only to survive over time but to thrive” 
(Duxbury 2020, 4). By creating opportunities for learning, employment, skills development, positive 
emotion, and connection and collaboration with others, art, culture and creativity support 
community members to imagine a location as a place of opportunity and potential. 

 

Summary 

Paper on Skin demonstrates the social, cultural and economic potentials of art, culture and creativity 
that is locally-generated and community-led. Since 2012 the program has consciously situated 
unique place-based characteristics (including the region’s heritage and history) and the assets of 
communities (including art, culture, creativity, resilience and lived experience) as critical tools for 
redressing and reshaping place identity and developing community pride. Alongside its growing 
international prestige, Paper on Skin maintains local relevance; in the words of a community 
member, “it still belongs to everyone” (interviewee B007). By embracing local creative capacities 
and heritage features as distinctive strengths, the program has shaped community members’ 
perception of their region and its potential, while influencing the reputation of northwest Tasmania 
as a tourist destination. 

2022 Paper on Skin gala event at paranaple convention centre, Devonport. Photograph by Grant 
Wells Photography. Image supplied by Paper on Skin. 
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Read and hear more 

Presentation: Gattenhof, S., & Hancox, D. (2021) Thriving Communities. Australian Performing Arts 
Exchange, 9 September 2021. https://www.apax.org.au/talks/thriving-communities  

Presentation: Gattenhof, S., & Hancox, D. (2021) Cultural and Creative Engagement as Enablers of 
Wellbeing and Social Inclusion. CREATE Centre Webinar, University of Sydney, 23 September 
2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q09Vfd6ocow  

Journal article: Mackay, S., Klaebe, H., Hancox, D., & Gattenhof, S. (2021). Understanding the value 
of the creative arts: place-based perspectives from regional Australia. Cultural Trends, 1-18. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09548963.2021.1889343?journalCode=ccut20  

 

 

Follow the Regional Arts and Social Impact (RAASI) project 

  https://research.qut.edu.au/raasi/  

https://www.facebook.com/RAASIresearch  

  https://www.instagram.com/regionalartsandsocialimpact 
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