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1.5  Research Questions & Objectives 

In adopting an institutional-organisational lens through which to explore and evaluate the 
relationships between cultural representations and practical knowledges of changing seasons 
with co-constitutions of time and place, the primary question the research seeks to address is 
identified below, followed by three secondary questions that serve to locate the focus of the 
inquiry. With rural coastal settlements providing nested case studies for the research, the relative 
influence of local environmental organisations-institutions in shaping community responses to 
change is considered in the context of ongoing debates about changing climates alongside 
cumulative experiences of seasonal variability.   

Primary Research Question: 

In what ways is seasonality constituent of place and the relative capacities of local communities 
to register and respond to broader patterns of social-environmental change? 

Secondary Research Questions: 

From this overarching agenda, the research has been developed through three secondary lines of 
inquiry that locate its focus within the rural coastal communities of the Coromandel Peninsula in 
the context of their particular relationships to broader patterns of social-environmental change, 
as follows:  

a) How are seasonal rhythms constitutive of social-cultural relations with place? 

b) In what ways is seasonal variability practically experienced and accommodated by locally 
organised groups in the context of broader patterns of social-environmental change? 

c) To what extent do local governance agendas reflect and give effect to communal 
understandings of changing seasons and climatic variability? 

1.5.1 Research Objectives 

Empirically, the research has been guided by two principal objectives that underscore its 
theoretical framings (Chapter 2); development of its methodological design and implementation 
(Chapter 4); data analysis (Chapter 5); alongside a critical evaluation of the fieldwork findings 
(Chapter 6), in responding to the preceding questions. Involving participant experiences, 
perceptions and behaviors, these objectives are specifically aligned with a qualitative approach to 
exploring the seasonal practices of coastal conservation on the Coromandel, as follows:  

a) To provide detailed accounts of the seasonal practices and associated interpretations of 
seasonality by locally resident conservation groups and how they might be changing in the context 
of broader human-environment relations, including that of changing climates.   

b) To understand and evaluate the relative abilities of locally organised conservation initiatives to 
navigate seasonal changes and how, in turn, this might influence the capacity of the wider 
community to respond and adapt to broader patterns of social-environmental change.  
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approach to document and analyse the dynamic complexity of time and space in everyday life. 
With both seasons and climates variously contributing to the rhythms of social life as well as to 
local and global forces of social-environmental change, my research specifically engages with an 
interdisciplinary rhythm analytical approach. 

2.7.4 Accommodating Change 

The capacity in nature for species to adapt (and ultimately evolve) through environmental change 
provides the basis of theorising for social adaptation in response to changing climates. Rather than 
being construed as acquiescence, social adaptation is therefore associated with community 
resilience in the collective ability of a population to thrive under conditions of uncertainty and 
adversity.  

An integrated human-in-nature framing of adaptive capacity is grounded in system resilience - 
depicted as complex dynamic social-ecological systems (SESs). An SES perspective renders nested 
cycles of adaptation within a cross-scalar panarchy arrangement. Widely critiqued for its deficit 
representation of social systems - most notably in the absence of power and political dimensions 
- the adaptive cycle (and its nested configurations) nonetheless depicts key opportunities for 
difference and innovation in effecting strategic responses to social-environmental challenges.  

In order to accommodate the social diversity of contemporary society, many adaptive governance 
scholars advocate a broadly institutional approach to formulating and implementing strategic 
responses to social-environmental change across levels. Involving local organisations and groups 
as key stakeholders and innovators, the focus of much adaptation planning remains at the local 
level where the effects of changing climates are directly experienced. Here, locally initiated 
seasonal adaptations to seasonal variability are considered formative to building community 
resilience to changing climates. However, it is becoming increasingly apparent that the response 
to ongoing/incremental environmental change requires the evolutionary transformation of SESs, 
if not society as a whole,  through systemic structural changes involving all levels. 

The institutional challenges of social transformation are underlined by the inherent tensions 
between construing resilience as persistence versus change. Whereas a panarchy system is seen 
to oscillate between predictable and unpredictable change as part of an ongoing process of 
evolutionary transformation, many formal environmental governance institutions are inherently 
wired to maintain the status quo through control and regulation. Adaptive governance otherwise 
requires an holistic, flexible anticipatory and participatory approach that is orientated towards 
future developments in the context of uncertain change. 

With the greatest levels of flexibility and innovation afforded to the emergent self-organizing 
agencies of local grassroot organisation (in responding to social-environmental challenges) the 
panarchy perspective elucidates how an SES can be alternatively transformed from the ground 
up. The conditions for transformation are therefore highly contextual, while necessarily 
engendering the resource inputs of higher levels of governance. An ability to recognise and act on 
critical windows of opportunity for transformation is likewise credited to situated, networked, 
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temporally aware agents and leaders. At the same time, an agents ability to draw upon and co-
ordinate resources towards a strategic transformation will not necessarily generate equitable 
benefits across an SES. Case studies of transformed SESs in ANZ (see Chapin et al., 2012) suggest 
that local stewardship derived from a shared sense of place may be a factor in reconciling the 
otherwise opposed interests and agendas of stakeholders in adaptive planning. I will expand on 
this potential of local place-based stewardship within my research, alongside situated perceptions 
of seasonality. 

The seasonal dimension of social-environmental change otherwise fosters an interdisciplinary 
approach at the intersection of human-environment relations in contributing an additional cycle 
to the multisystemic conception of SESs. In concurrently accounting for social dimensions, the 
holism of the institutional logics model is sympathetic to SES models. While already providing for 
more-than-human relations in its contextual framing, the dynamic complexity of the inter-
institutional system provides for distributions of agency across levels in order to account for 
endogenous change. As we have seen, one of the potential routes to inciting broader societal 
transformation is for change and innovation to be locally generated through the routine 
performance of organised practices at the grassroot level. As relationally based processual system 
models, both SES and ILs are thereby attendant to the inherent rhythmicity of place as much as 
its potential for change. 

2.7.5 Theoretical Approach 

In the process of crafting a distinct conceptual framing to my research from the core threads 
identified above, I engage constructs of seasonality, as a paradigm of extended human-
environmental relations from within contemporary understandings of places in process. In the 
context of changing climates, physical seasons are seen as dynamically linking local weather 
patterns to global climate systems, while the rituals of seasonal calendars and agendas structure 
human activities and experiences in space and time the world over. Tendered as temporal 
frameworks spanning continents, seasons are seen to offer shared orientation to processes of 
social-environmental change across a range of physical and social settings. Amidst remotely 
modelled projections of rapid global change, the research then considers how seasonal 
frameworks might provide divergent communities with tangible references to local experiences 
of changing conditions both in and over time.   

Drawing on existing theories of social practice, my inquiry is premised on the seasonal activities 
and experiences of rural coastal conservation networks independently responding to local 
manifestations of social-environmental change in the context of a strategic district-wide 
adaptation planning project. Involving the intersecting rhythms of social, biological and physical 
systems (SES) across scales, the relative capacities of voluntary grassroot conservation groups to 
respond to perceived imbalances, as they manifest, is based on having a routine practical 
engagement with their host environments. In line with the social spatial theories of Henri 
Lefebvre, self-organised local volunteer groups are seen here to respond to perceived imbalances 
in SES functions and are therefore pre-disposed to adapt to changes therein, while the roles of 
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