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Where to start?

• Normative language and assumptions driving popular discourse and 
actions, which are not being critiqued

• Significant modification of historical meanings that are now used to 
underpin arguments and actions

• Lack of systems perspectives

• Lack of transformation

• The importance of social processes for resilience



Vulnerability

• Harm and potential harm

• Construed as always being negative



Adaptation

• Reduction or removal of causes of harm (avoidance of risk)

• Externally focused



Manipulation

Manipulation noun: 

1. The action of manipulating something in a skilful manner. 

2. The action of manipulating someone in a clever or unscrupulous way. 

Manipulate verb:

1. Handle or control in a skilful manner (tool, mechanism, etc.). 

2. Control or influence (a person or situation) cleverly or unscrupulously.

http://oxforddictonaries.com/ Oxford University Press, 2011



What if vulnerability is removed?

Thomsen, D. C., Smith, T.F. and Keys, N. 2012, ‘Adaptation or Manipulation? Unpacking Climate 
Change Response Strategies’, Ecology & Society, vol. 17, p. 20.



Questions being explored

1. What is the range and nature of social-ecological vulnerabilities in 
dynamic coastal contexts?

2. How is vulnerability and change addressed through current coastal 
governance approaches?

3. What are the implications for coastal governance innovations that 
embrace vulnerability and change?

How can we allow ‘space for movement’ so that vulnerability can be 
acknowledged and agency enhanced through learning?



Case studies

• Exploring vulnerabilities and innovations in areas experiencing social-
ecological stress

ABS, 2017, 3218.0 - Regional Population Growth, Australia, 2016, Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS), Australian Government, Canberra, Australia, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3218.0



Knowledge contributions

Improved understanding of:

• The range and types of vulnerabilities that manifest from social-
ecological change in coastal regions

• How governance arrangements can embrace those vulnerabilities to 
enhance longer-term adaptive capacity through learning



Want to keep in touch?

Email me at: tim.smith@usc.edu.au
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