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Commentary

Significance:
This Commentary highlights the transformative potential of place-based research in rural development, 
demonstrating how a focused approach can yield deeper insights into the complex interplay between local 
institutions and sustainable livelihoods, ultimately leading to more effective and context-specific solutions.

Introduction
Place-based research delves into the intricacies of specific landscapes viewed as dynamic social-ecological 
systems, emphasising the interplay between human and natural elements. A place is not merely defined by its 
territorial boundaries and unique characteristics that set it apart from other regions. A place also serves as a focal 
point where various social, economic, and political forces intersect, intertwining with numerous biophysical and 
societal interactions and connections. The significance of place-based sustainability research has been increasingly 
acknowledged as indispensable in tackling intricate socio-political and ecological dilemmas. Innovations in 
landscape studies, particularly in sustainable rural livelihoods and communal land governance, underscore 
the necessity of place-based approaches due to the intricate nature of rural studies. Such an approach allows 
researchers to engage deeply with specific locales, and to understand the unique social, cultural, institutional and 
ecological dynamics. This depth of understanding is crucial for developing effective, tailored strategies to address 
these communities’ specific challenges and opportunities.

Focusing research on a specific geographical area offers several advantages, particularly in a climate of declining 
research funding. By directing resources to a defined region, researchers can maximise the impact and prevent 
the dilution of efforts, thereby ensuring more substantial outcomes. This approach also fosters a robust research 
ecosystem by engaging local students, institutions, and mentors, who bring unique insights that enrich the research. 
Such a strategy can serve as a model for other regions or comparative studies across different geographies, highlighting 
the global relevance of local insights and demonstrating how region-specific research can contribute to broader, 
internationally recognised scholarship. This approach can facilitate international collaborations, where localised 
findings are synthesised to address global challenges, thus enhancing the universal applicability of the research.

In this Commentary, I share the experiences of our research unit in adopting a place-based approach to address 
critical challenges in rural development, specifically focusing on the institutional dynamics that impact sustainable 
livelihoods in the broader Alfred Nzo District Municipality. The central problem driving this research is the 
disconnect between local institutions and sustainable development efforts in rural areas, where conventional top-
down approaches often overlook the complex realities of these communities. Our research unit sought to answer 
critical questions: How do local institutions influence the achievement of sustainable livelihoods? What is the 
role of network governance in facilitating or impeding these efforts? Additionally, I explore the necessary shifts 
within universities and the wider science environment to better accommodate and support place-based research. 
Drawing on examples from the Alfred Nzo District municipalities and network governance studies, this discussion 
highlights the importance of institutional support and interdisciplinary collaboration in achieving meaningful and 
sustainable research outcomes.

What is a place-based approach?
A place-based approach (PBA), in the context of a specific research unit, such as a research chair, involves 
integrating the local cultural, social, ecological, and economic contexts into the research processes and outcomes. 
According to Beaty et al.1, PBA emphasises the importance of building solid relationships with the local community 
and the environment in which the research is conducted, thereby enhancing the societal value of the study. 
Researchers can achieve more accurate results and improve public trust in the scientific process by deepening 
relational engagement with a place’s social-ecological context and history.

PBA and community-based research (CBR) are both methodologies that emphasise collaboration with local 
communities, but they differ in scope, focus, and implementation. For Watson et al.2, PBA involves mobilising 
and coordinating local resources, services, and expertise across multiple organisations and sectors to strengthen 
historically disinvested neighbourhoods’ social, structural, physical, and economic conditions. This approach 
often leverages partnerships with academic institutions to stimulate asset-based community development and 
address external accountability challenges through CBR efforts.2

In contrast, CBR is a collaborative method in which researchers assist with community-led projects, often with a 
social justice component. The hallmark of CBR is that the research is not designed and carried out solely by the 
researcher; instead, community members decide what information is valuable and how to collect it, ensuring that 
the research is directly relevant to their needs.3 While both approaches emphasise partnership and collaboration, 
PBA tends to focus more on systemic changes and the coordination of multiple sectors. In contrast, CBR is 
more about empowering communities to lead the research process. Additionally, CBR in higher education often 
faces challenges in institutionalisation and visibility compared to other high-impact practices like service learning 
and undergraduate research, which limits its widespread adoption and the realisation of its full benefits.4 Both 
approaches also emphasise ethical and sustainable community engagement, with mutual aid and reciprocity being 
critical elements in building trust and ensuring long-term impact.5 Participatory action research, a subset of CBR, 

Author:
Betty C. Mubangizi1 

AFFILIATION:
1NRF/SARChI Chair in Sustainable 
Rural Livelihoods, University of 
KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa

CORRESPONDENCE TO:
Betty Mubangizi 

EMAIL:
Mubangizib@ukzn.ac.za

HOW TO CITE:
Mubangizi BC. Enhancing rural 
livelihoods and sustainability through 
a place-based approach to research. 
S Afr J Sci. 2024;120(9/10), Art. 
#19245. https://doi.org/10.17159/ 
sajs.2024/19245

ARTICLE INCLUDES:
	☐	Peer review
	☐	Supplementary material

KEYWORDS:
place-based research, sustainable 
livelihoods, institutional dynamics, 
research funding adaptation, rural 
development

FUNDING:
South African National Research 
Foundation, University of KwaZulu-​​​​​​​ 
Natal

Published: 
26 September 2024

Enhancing rural livelihoods and sustainability 
through a place-based approach to research

https://dx.doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2024/19245
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.17159/sajs.2024/19245&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-09-26
https://www.sajs.co.za/associationsmemberships
https://www.sajs.co.za
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0774-7193
mailto:Mubangizib@ukzn.ac.za
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2024/19245
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2024/19245


Volume 120| Number 9/10
September/October 2024 2https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2024/19245

Commentary

Place-based approach research and rural livelihoods
Page 2 of 4

further emphasises reflexivity, accountability, and sensitivity to power 
dynamics, challenging students and researchers to navigate new ways of 
working directly with stakeholders and contributing constructively to the 
community.6 Thus, while both PBA and CBR aim to benefit communities, 
they do so through different mechanisms and scales of intervention.

By embracing a PBA, research units can effectively address the 
complex socio-ecological challenges that define rural and communal 
land contexts. This approach enhances the depth and relevance of 
the research and ensures that limited resources are utilised efficiently, 
fostering sustainable change and community engagement.

Successful place-based research projects often integrate local cultural, 
ecological, and educational elements to create meaningful and impactful 
outcomes. One notable example is the FAIR Island project in French 
Polynesia, which aims to enhance the reuse of scientific data and promote 
sustainable development by leveraging the institutional infrastructure of 
scientific field stations. This project increases awareness of ongoing 
research and connects it to societal benefits, thereby accelerating 
place-based research for sustainable development.7 Another example is 
the action research conducted with educators to explore place-based 
education, where participants actively reflected on their professional 
work and advocated making ‘place’  an explicit pedagogical concern. 
This approach revealed new perspectives on the cultural and ecological 
life in which learners are embedded, emphasising the importance 
of place, belonging, and care in educational contexts.8 Research in 
Freetown, Sierra Leone, has shown that leveraging local topographical 
and institutional resources can strengthen civic infrastructure and build 
confidence in city-scale institutions. This approach involves using 
place-based resources to mediate the impact of urban infrastructure 
developments, although these resources are often fragile and overlooked 
by city-scale practitioners.9 From the preceding examples, it is clear 
that PBA has produced successful results elsewhere – but why is it 
important?

The importance of place-based research
The PBA for sustainable rural development involves recognising the 
diversity of resources within rural areas and enabling local agencies to 
shape their communities using these resources.10 This shift from sectorial 
to territorial focus has benefitted many European rural areas, particularly 
in Portugal, by unlocking local potential, fostering sustainable practices, 
and enhancing social and economic well-being.10 However, some 
rural communities face challenges, such as demographic imbalances 
and technical knowledge gaps, that hinder their ability to capitalise on 
these opportunities.10 Working together at the interface of different rural 
development approaches, such as community-based, place-based, 
and territorial, could enhance collaboration among policymakers, 
practitioners, and researchers.11

Place-based research approaches for sustainable rural development in 
Africa have been crucial in addressing the challenges of failed agricultural 
markets, inappropriate policies, and natural resource degradation in 
sub-Saharan Africa.12 Participatory rural appraisal is a significant step 
forward in designing effective rural development methodologies, as it 
appreciates the whole picture in rural communities and incorporates 
local people’s perceptions, needs, and understanding.13 Agricultural 
research organisations are pressured to make small-scale farming more 
market-oriented and profitable, necessitating participatory approaches 
to marketing and agroenterprise development.14 Targeted approaches, 
such as the Enabling Rural Innovation framework, aim to identify 
different resource management strategies for specific households and 
communities in under-resourced areas and create balanced investments 
for sustainable rural livelihoods.15

PBA to research on sustainable rural livelihoods
A place-based approach was adopted for the research programme, with 
a focus on local municipalities within the Alfred Nzo District Municipality 
of the Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. This approach has been 
particularly emphasised in Matatiele Local Municipality, where extensive 
research and community engagement have been conducted.

The initial research in Matatiele Local Municipality revealed the intricate 
civic society and public administration structures. A baseline study 
using the Social Institutional Network Analysis tool was conducted in 
three communities within Matatiele, with the findings published in ‘Rural 
livelihoods in South Africa: Mapping the role-players’.16 Further research 
explored monitoring and evaluation processes in rural municipalities17 
and the causes and impacts of rural-urban migration16. These studies 
have been pivotal in understanding local governance and service delivery 
challenges in a rural context.

The programme has facilitated master’s and doctoral research on various 
aspects of rural governance, decentralisation, and intergovernmental 
relations within Alfred Nzo District. These efforts have resulted in 
numerous publications in accredited journals, reflecting a strong 
commitment to generating impactful knowledge.

The PBA also involves active participation in local projects and structures. 
The research programme contributes to projects under the Umzimvubu 
Catchment Partnership, a consortium of voluntary organisations, public 
entities, research institutions, and communities focused on nurturing 
livelihoods in the Umzimvubu River catchment area. This partnership 
has led to successful research funding applications and ongoing 
projects funded by the Water Research Commission. Place-based 
research emphasises a locality’s unique social, cultural, and ecological 
characteristics. In the Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership context, 
this approach has proven invaluable in understanding the intricate 
relationships between local and traditional institutions and livelihood 
activities on communal land.

Engagement with local municipalities through strategic planning and 
community meetings has strengthened partnerships with various 
stakeholders, including the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and 
Rural Development, the CSIR, the South African National Biodiversity 
Institute, Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, Environmental and Rural Solutions, 
and local municipalities within Alfred Nzo District. These collaborations 
have provided a unique opportunity to merge academia with practice, 
enhancing the research impact. There is a structured approach that 
prioritises regular and inclusive engagement. In this way, the critical 
voice and participation of the community do not get lost amidst 
the involvement of multiple stakeholders.18 Specifically, under the 
Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership, quarterly meetings are held where 
community members, local organisations, and research institutions 
are given a platform to provide input, voice concerns, and receive 
updates on ongoing research and findings. These meetings serve as a 
crucial mechanism for maintaining transparency and ensuring that the 
perspectives of all stakeholders, particularly the local communities, are 
heard and integrated into the research process. This approach fosters 
equal involvement and ensures that the research remains grounded in 
the realities and needs of those it aims to serve.

The PBA has ensured the active participation of local communities, 
organisations, and institutions in the research programme’s activities. 
This community participation has incorporated local perspectives 
into the generated knowledge, making the research more relevant and 
impactful. Furthermore, interdisciplinary research collaboration projects 
have addressed local rural issues and provided practical solutions that 
can potentially inform policy and practice.

The programme’s research approach, while deeply rooted in local 
development, is designed to generate insights and methodologies 
that are applicable on a broader, international scale. By engaging in 
joint research with host community structures and promoting social 
responsibility among students, the Research Chair cultivates a model 
of community-based research that can be adapted and applied to 
similar contexts globally. The knowledge generated through this PBA is 
disseminated in international forums, publications, and collaborations, 
ensuring that the findings contribute to global discussions on sustainable 
development and rural livelihoods. Moreover, the Research Chair actively 
seeks to connect local research outcomes with international networks 
and comparative studies, highlighting how locally grounded research 
can inform and enhance global strategies, making the work both current 
and relevant internationally.
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The value of a PBA for research units with 
limited resources
Place-based research emphasises the unique social, cultural, and 
ecological characteristics of specific locales. In the Umzimvubu 
Catchment Partnership context, this approach has proven invaluable in 
understanding the intricate relationships between local and traditional 
institutions and livelihood activities on communal land. Researchers can 
develop tailored strategies that address these areas’ unique challenges 
and opportunities by focusing on specific places.

One of the primary benefits of a PBA is the active participation of local 
communities, organisations, and institutions in the research activities. This 
community involvement enables the incorporation of local perspectives 
into the generated knowledge, making the research more relevant and 
impactful. This approach ensures that efforts are concentrated in a defined 
geographical area for research units with limited resources, maximising the 
use of available funds and personnel without spreading resources too thin.

Another significant advantage is the establishment of research collab- 
oration projects between different disciplines and organisations. By 
focusing on local rural issues and concerns, interdisciplinary research 
can provide practical solutions directly applicable to the community. This 
collaborative effort enhances the overall impact of research studies, as 
seen in the successful applications for funding from the Water Research 
Commission and the ongoing projects that have emerged from these 
partnerships.

Moreover, the PBA allows deep immersion into local projects and 
structures. This immersion fosters a thorough understanding of the 
local context, which is essential for developing sustainable and effective 
strategies. It also facilitates building solid relationships with local 
stakeholders, leading to long-term collaborations and support for future 
research initiatives.

A PBA is particularly valuable for research units with limited resources, 
enabling them to target a clearly defined geographical space. This 
focus ensures that the research addresses the specific needs and 
characteristics of the area, leading to more meaningful and sustainable 
outcomes. It also allows researchers to avoid the pitfalls of spreading 
resources too thin, which can dilute the impact of their work.

In conclusion, the PBA offers a strategic advantage for research units 
with limited resources by enabling short-term and long-term solutions 
tailored to local challenges. In the short term, this approach has led to 
the creation of practical toolkits and policy briefs that provide immediate 
guidance to local institutions on issues such as sustainable agricultural 
practices and water management. For instance, the Chair’s research 
has produced toolkits that help local farmers implement climate-resilient 
farming techniques, which are shared during community workshops and 
through local government channels.

In the long term, the approach has fostered the development of 
comprehensive frameworks for sustainable rural development, which 
are reflected in academic publications and presentations at international 
conferences. These frameworks are designed to be adaptable to other 
regions, offering a blueprint for similar challenges elsewhere. Additionally, 
the ongoing community engagement has led to the development of best 
practices shared through policy briefs, further influencing regional and 
national policy. The cumulative effect of these activities ensures that the 
research addresses immediate local needs and contributes to broader 
discussions and solutions in the global context.

Challenges of adopting a PBA for research
A PBA is not without challenges; to effectively engage in a PBA to 
research, researchers must possess proficiency in the local languages. 
In the context of Matatiele, fluency in both Sesotho and isiXhosa, 
alongside English, is advantageous, given the prevalence of these 
languages in the area. Additionally, successful community entry 
necessitates individuals embedded within the community, possessing 
established trust and recognition by traditional leaders and municipal 

councillors. This embedded presence is crucial for securing community 
buy-in and facilitating research.19

Engaging with the community and obtaining consent from key 
representatives is vital for ethical and practical reasons. These include 
ensuring access to communities; fostering trust and participation among 
community members; respecting community protocols, culture, and 
knowledge; and enhancing accountability to the community. Moreover, 
the safety of research team members is significantly bolstered when 
community consent is secured. In deep rural areas, where residents are 
typically wary of outsiders and unaccustomed to external researchers, 
gaining the trust of gatekeepers and community members is particularly 
challenging. Fieldwork experiences in Matatiele underscored the 
difficulty of achieving this buy-in – a challenge that was mitigated by 
the invaluable assistance of the Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership. 
Numerous research institutions have leveraged the Umzimvubu 
Catchment Partnership as a gateway to conducting research in Matatiele 
and the Upper Umzimvubu catchment.

Another significant challenge of place-based research is the potential for 
research fatigue among community members. This issue was highlighted 
in one of the Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership’s quarterly meetings, 
where participants expressed frustration over the lack of coordination 
among research institutions, leading to repetitive questioning of 
respondents. To mitigate this, the Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership 
proposed the creation of a centralised repository for research reports. 
This repository would enable institutions to review existing research, 
thereby preventing redundancy and ensuring that new inquiries build 
upon previous work rather than duplicating it.

Shifts needed in universities and funding 
institutions
Place-based research is essential for addressing local sustainability 
challenges and fostering resilient communities. To effectively support and 
advance this type of research, universities and funding institutions must 
adapt their structures and practices. The following recommendations 
outline the necessary shifts in institutional support, collaboration, 
funding mechanisms, and research evaluation to enhance the impact 
and recognition of place-based research initiatives.

	1.	 Enhancing awareness and support for place-based research: 
Universities and funders can be made aware of place-based 
research’s critical role in creating relevant, impactful, and socially 
responsible scholarship. This awareness can increase support and 
funding for initiatives prioritising long-term engagements with local 
contexts, ultimately contributing to more sustainable and equitable 
academic and community outcomes.

	2.	 Institutional support: Universities should provide structural support 
for place-based research, particularly in remote areas. This support 
could include funding, administrative assistance, and recognition of 
place-based projects in academic promotion decisions.

	3.	 Collaboration and partnerships: Building strong partnerships with 
local communities, government agencies, and NGOs is crucial. 
These partnerships facilitate the exchange of knowledge and 
resources, ensuring that research is relevant and impactful. The 
Umzimvubu Catchment Partnership exemplifies how collaborative 
efforts can enhance place-based sustainability initiatives.

	4.	 Funding mechanisms: Funding agencies should prioritise and 
support transdisciplinary research projects. Such support involves 
creating grant programmes specifically for transdisciplinary 
initiatives and ensuring that evaluation criteria recognise 
transdisciplinary research’s unique challenges and contributions.

	5.	 Research evaluation: Traditional metrics of academic success, 
such as publication in high-impact journals, may not fully capture 
the value of place-based research. Universities could develop new 
evaluation frameworks to assess such projects’ societal impacts, 
stakeholder engagement, and innovative approaches.
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