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1.0 The Challenge  

Climate change is considered by many to be the challenge of the 21
st
 century. The IPCC (2014b: 

17) concludes that “Without additional mitigation efforts beyond those in place today, and even 

with adaptation, warming by the end of the 21
st
 century will lead to high to very high risk of severe, 

wide-spread, and irreversible impacts globally (high confidence).” Avoiding dangerous climate 

change requires holding temperature increases to less than a 2°C by 2100 (Anderson and Bows 

2008). Yet reductions in greenhouse gas emissions alone are not sufficient to ensure a secure future 

for humans, other species, and ecosystems; there is also a need to both adapt to current and 

anticipated impacts of climate change and reduce the risks associated with other environmental and 

social stressors (Rockström et al. 2009; O’Brien et al. 2010). This calls for more integrated ways of 

looking at climate change responses. And this raises an important research question: “What does it 

mean to successfully adapt to climate change?” 

          The answer depends on what we mean by adaptation. Adaptation is most commonly 

considered a means of reducing vulnerability to climate change impacts. According to the IPCC 

(2014a) adaptation is the “The process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In 

human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportunities. In 

some natural systems, human intervention may facilitate adjustments to expected climate and its 

effects.” From this perspective, adaptation is a technical problem that can be addressed through 

greater knowledge, know-how, innovation and expertise. Adaptation is currently being 

mainstreamed into different domains and sectors as a technical response, with the aim of helping 

people or sectors to minimize the risks associated with specific climate impacts.  

        Adaptation, however, can also be interpreted as a process and a means for changing the very 

context in which vulnerability and risk are produced (O’Brien et al. 2007). Social science research 

clearly shows that the unprecedented risks associated with climate change call for adaptation that 

can accomplish more than reducing the damages and losses. It also involves questioning 

assumptions about the way the world works and addressing the drivers of risk, vulnerability and 

environmental change (Pelling 2011; Taylor 2015). Although technological, behavioural, policy and 

management strategies and innovations are necessary to support climate change mitigation and 

adaptation, climate change is more than a technical problem. It is better described as an adaptive 

challenge that has technical elements, yet draws attention to individual and shared beliefs, values 

and worldviews that influence the way that problems and solutions are framed and approached 

(O’Brien and Selboe 2015). This involves adapting to the very idea that humans are changing the 

climate and are able to influence large-scale systems, opening up the possibility for adaptation 

through transformation.  

         Yet what is transformation? It can be defined as physical and/or qualitative changes in form, 

structure, or meaning-making. It can also be understood as a psycho-social process involving the 

unleashing of human potential to commit, care and effect change for a better life (Sharma 2007). 

Transformation is a complex process that entails changes at the personal, cultural, institutional and 

systems levels. Significantly, it is not always clear what exactly needs to be changed and why, how, 

in whose interest, and what the consequences will be. It can be perceived as threatening by some 

and instrumental by others, leading to trade-offs and conflicts that can result in real or perceived 

winners and losers at different scales (O’Brien 2012). Not surprisingly, many of the transformations 

that are currently proposed as adaptations to climate change are poorly understood, frequently 
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contested and often challenged. For adaptation and transformation to be more than the latest 

buzzwords in discussions and debates on how to respond to climate change, there is a need for 

better theoretical and empirical understandings of the relationship between them, and of the 

implications for successful adaptation to climate change.  

2.0 Objectives and Research Questions 

The AdaptationCONNECTS project will develop an internationally-renowned program for 

innovative research on the relationships between climate change adaptation and transformation. 

This will be done by investigating the hypothesis that successful adaptation occurs through 

processes of transformation. In other words, successful adaptation involves more just than 

strategies and interventions to tolerate warmer temperatures, adjust to drier or wetter conditions, or 

manage changes in disaster risk – it is also likely to involve the transformation of larger structures 

and systems (e.g., energy, financial, and social-technical systems), and possibly transformations in 

beliefs, values and worldviews (e.g., perceptions of human-environment relationships, 

understandings of causality, views of the system, and attitudes towards individual and collective 

agency to affect change). The overarching objective of the project is to develop new understandings 

of whether and how different types of transformations can contribute to successful adaptation. 

There are four sub-objectives: 
 

1) to develop a new theoretical understanding and discourse on adaptation to climate 

change that contributes to transformative responses; 

2) to identify leverage points for scaling up successful adaptations to climate change;  

3) to provide a set of tools and processes for promoting transformative changes;  

4) to train and mentor young and early career researchers, introducing them to innovative 

research methods and integrated approaches to complex problems. 
 

The project addresses eight research questions organized around four characteristics of adaptation 

processes that have a transformative potential (see Nelson et al. 2007; Adger et al. 2009; Moser and 

Boykoff 2014; Harvey and Perry 2015):  
 

 Adaptation through collaboration: How do and can individuals and groups engage with 
adaptation work more effectively to influence systems and structures? What types of 

processes and tools can be used to collaborate better across different values, belief systems 

and paradigms?  

 Adaptation through flexibility: What types of flexibility in planning, management, and 
operations promote adaptability and resilience? How does the flexibility of adaptation 

narratives influence adaptive capacity and the ability to transform?  

 Adaptation through creativity: What role does creativity play in adaptation processes, and 
how can it contribute to new types, tools and approaches to adaptation responses? What 

lessons can be learned from art that can contribute to responses that reduce vulnerability and 

risk? 

 Adaptation through empowerment: How can new understandings of the dynamic 

relationship between individual and collective human agency be integrated into adaptation 

policies and actions? How can education be transformed to empower individual/collective 

action?   
 

These questions are closely related to the research objectives of Future Earth, a 10-year global 

change research initiative that brings together networks of scientists to produce integrated research 

for global sustainability that is co-designed and co-produced with stakeholders (Future Earth 2014).  

It is relevant to the theme “Transformations to Sustainability” which identifies the following 

questions in its 5-year research agenda: “How are transformations initiated in social systems?” and 

“What is the role of human agency and collective action in influencing transitions in socio-

ecological and socio-technological systems?” Drawing on systems theories and social theories of 
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transformation, the research will explore practical, political and personal dimensions of adaptation 

and transformation.  

The AdaptationCONNECTS project will introduce a potentially game-changing perspective 

on climate change adaptation through conceptual and theoretical breakthroughs and innovative 

work packages. It will move research on adaptation beyond the current state of the art by making 

novel connections across theories, methodologies, institutions and disciplines. The project will 

produce exciting results by co-designing and co-producing knowledge that contributes to a new 

body of literature, as well as tools and strategies for realizing adaptation through transformation, 

while building a transdisciplinary research community that is particularly attractive to young and 

early career researchers. The project will be led by Professor Karen O’Brien, an internationally-

recognized climate change adaptation researcher who has played a leading role in interdisciplinary 

global change research initiatives and assessments, including Future Earth and the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). O’Brien has extensive leadership experience 

and expertise in bringing together wide networks and diverse perspectives and approaches. She has 

been a pioneer in social science climate research and she has received several awards for her strong 

commitment to interdisciplinary research and transformative learning on climate change and 

transformations to sustainability.  

 

3.0 Background and Literature Review 

There has been a surge of attention in recent years to adaptation research, policy, and practices as a 

means of reducing the risks of climate change (or in some cases, as a means of taking advantage of 

new opportunities). Adaptation research includes theoretical papers that discuss definitions, 

typologies and approaches, as well as case studies from diverse communities, sectors and world 

regions (Smit and Wandel 2006; Schipper et al. 2008). This growing interest in adaptation is tied to 

the recognition that climate change is already happening and affecting species, ecosystems, 

economic sectors, livelihoods and human security in most parts of the world (IPCC 2014a).  

Adaptation is now considered an increasingly necessary part of planning and development 

(Ford and Berrang-Ford 2011). It has also become an important part of international climate change 

policy debates, adding to discussions about the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions through 

mitigation strategies. Adaptation requires coordinated and complementary responses across all 

levels, spanning a wide group of stakeholders, including individuals, policymakers, non-

governmental organizations and the private sector. The governance of adaptation across different 

interests and groups is not always clear, particularly in relation to questions of funding and finance 

for low-income households, communities, or nations.  There have been discussions about 

mainstreaming adaptation into all sectors of society, including into overseas development aid 

(Tanner and Horn-Phathanothai 2014). Approaches to adaptation are closely linked to 

understandings of the causes of vulnerability. A focus on the biophysical drivers of vulnerability 

usually draws attention to adaptations that minimize the impacts associated with different scenarios 

of climate change. Such adaptations are often sectoral, focusing, for example, on water, agriculture, 

energy, health, or buildings. There is a tendency for such adaptations to emphasize technical 

measures, which may include infrastructure and engineering projects, changes to the built 

environment, new technologies and management practices, new types of seeds and cropping 

techniques, as well as early warning systems and other “climate services.” They may also include 

changes in behaviors, such as planting crops earlier or drinking more water during heat waves.  

Although adaptation projects and programs that address a specific climate risk are 

important, there is a risk that these technical adaptations will result in piecemeal solutions that 

address specific impacts, without considering systemic factors and the underlying causes of 

vulnerability, or the wider consequences of adaptation, i.e., the implications for other sectors, 

systems or groups. There is also a risk that they will ignore or be insensitive to cultural aspects, 

such as traditional practices, cultural values and preferences, identities and sense of place. Cases 

where adaptation in one sector or by one group exacerbates or contributes to new vulnerabilities for 

others, both in the present and future, is often referred to as “maladaptation.”  
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Social approaches to adaptation tend to focus on the underlying drivers of vulnerability, 

whether by improving social services and safety nets, increasing education and awareness, 

developing new economic instruments, providing insurance; or identifying other policies and 

measures that specifically target the most vulnerable groups. Such approaches recognize that 

vulnerability and risk are not merely the result of the hazard; they are also an outcome of social 

structures and conditions that expose people to risks or limit their capacity to respond. These 

conditions often include social relations linked to gender, class, or ethnicity, which are related to 

historical, cultural and political contexts. From this perspective, adaptation is about changing social 

relations and addressing injustices and other contextual factors that surface as “climate change 

vulnerability.” However, adaptation policies and measures that focus on the social context can be 

difficult to distinguish from general development projects and processes, and may not be uniquely 

recognized by some as climate change policies. Alternative approaches to adaptation that address 

the systemic causes of vulnerability are less common, and few have challenged dominant 

development paradigms that are associated with increasing risk and vulnerability (Bassett and 

Fogelman 2013). 

Resilience approaches to adaptation focus on complexity, feedbacks, linkages, flexibility 

and adaptive capacity of social-ecological systems and can contribute to better understandings of 

both incremental and transformative systems change (Nelson et al. 2007). Indeed, as the observed 

and projected impacts of climate change become more visible and better understood, it is 

increasingly recognized that small adjustments are, in some cases, unlikely to be sufficient 

responses to climate change. More recently, the concept of “transformational adaptation” has 

attracted attention within the research community. This goes beyond incremental approaches, and 

may include changes in form or structure through novel, large-scale actions. Examples include 

relocating coastal populations in response to sea level rise or shifting to new types of agriculture. 

Transformational adaptation may be taken in anticipation of or in response to observed or expected 

impacts, it may involve coordinated or uncoordinated actions, and it may be deliberate or 

inadvertent (Kates et al. 2012).  

There are more progressive interpretations of adaptation that do not involve merely 

complying with or adjusting to changes that are already occurring or expected to occur (Taylor 

2015). For example, Pelling (2011) distinguishes between adaptation as resilience, adaptation as 

transition, and adaptation as transformation. While the first two types are seen as preserving or 

reforming existing systems, adaptation as transformation offers the potential to fundamentally 

change the underlying causes of risk and vulnerability. Distinct from the transformational 

adaptations made in response to the impacts of climate change, adaptation can thus be thought of as 

a potential mechanism for transformational change that, through empowerment, shifts the balance 

of political or cultural power in society (Pelling 2011).  

Although there are diverse approaches to adaptation, there has been relatively little 

discussion of what constitutes “successful adaptation” to climate change, especially in cases where 

climate change is only one among many changes that are being experienced (Moser and Boykoff 

2014). Successful adaptation is a subjective and relative concept, and has spatial, social and 

temporal limitations. One location or group’s adaptation may increase the vulnerability of others, 

whether in relation to flood or fire management, irrigation schemes, migration, or coastal 

protection. Current adaptation measures may also increase vulnerability of future generations, 

particularly if they do not take into account climate change mitigation, distributional effects and 

other aspects of sustainability. What appears to be successful adaptation at one point in time may be 

considered inadequate in the future, as climate change is characterized by nonlinear and systemic 

changes that may lead to crossing thresholds and tipping points, or to other ecological surprises.  It 

is recognized that there are limits to adaptation (Adger et al. 2009). This raises important ethical 

issues regarding who decides about the policies that influence not only the rate and amount of 

climate change, but also the types of adaptation responses that are acceptable. 

Adaptation to climate change is not a neutral, apolitical process.  From a critical geographic 

perspective, it can be considered problematic, particularly when it involves adapting to changes that 
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are associated with existing political, social, and economic relations, perpetuated by some interests, 

and normalized by media, habits, and social practices. Across the emerging field of climate change 

adaptation, discussions and debates rarely address the full complexity of the challenge. When 

delinked from climate change mitigation policies and development pathways, adaptation can be 

considered the active promotion of passive responses to climate change. Such framing diverts 

attention from other possibilities, including responses that minimize risk and vulnerability by 

challenging existing systems, structures and power relations. Rather than viewing climate change as 

simply a technical problem that can be addressed with more expertise, know-how, and innovation, it 

can be considered an adaptive challenge that is fundamentally linked to mindsets, particularly 

individual and collective assumptions and beliefs about change (O’Brien and Selboe 2015).  

Given the complexity of climate change, holistic approaches that accommodate diverse 

perspectives, disciplines, and ways of thinking are necessary. Art, for example, may challenge 

current thinking on climate change and present new ways of approaching an issue that is 

scientifically, politically, economically, socially, and culturally complex. Artists are often at the 

heart of social change and active in many social movements. They tend to be at the forefront of 

innovation for the novel ways in which they approach problems, unburdened by the weight of 

disciplinary constraints. The experience of art can do much to inspire, to humanize, to provoke, and 

to incite change. Viewed from a holistic perspective, successful adaptation to climate change 

involves creative ways of integrating the practical, personal and political dimensions of 

transformation. 

 

4.0 Scientific Approach  

The AdaptationCONNECTS project will emphasize transdisciplinarity, an approach that is problem-

oriented and reflexive, that integrates diverse perspectives and types of knowledge; and that draws 

attention to the beliefs and assumptions associated with them (Mezirow 2000). The research will be 

informed by integral theory, which is a meta-theory and framework for understanding the 

relationships between subjective (i.e., experiential, cultural) and objective (i.e., behavioral and 

systemic) dimensions of any problem or issue (Wilber 2000). As a “map” to understand how 

different perspectives and disciplinary insights interrelate, integral theory recognizes social 

complexity and the diversity of beliefs, values and worldviews that inform perceptions and actions. 

It also recognizes that individual and collective values and worldviews change over time, often 

through the complex interplay of trajectories associated with different aspects of human 

development (e.g., cognitive, aesthetic, emotional, moral, etc.).  Integral theory can be used to 

synthesize insights from critical realism, complexity theory, systems theory, cultural theory, 

theories of social practices; resilience theory, and quantum social theory (Meadows 1999; 

Gunderson and Holling 2002; Bhaskar et al. 2010; Shove 2010; Wendt 2015). 

AdaptationCONNECTS will draw on existing and emerging theories of social change to co-

design and co-produce research that can help dissolve the walls between science, policy and 

practice, in this way providing both insights and tools for successful adaptation. The research will 

focus on relationships and interactions among three interacting “spheres of transformation”; 

practical, political and personal (O’Brien and Sygna 2013; IPCC 2014a, see Figure 1). The three 

spheres can be used to understand how adaptation processes may be transformed to support climate-

resilient pathways for sustainable development (O’Brien et al. 2015). Potential intervention points 

or leverage points for transformation may be identified within and across the three interacting 

spheres:  

- Adaptation through transformation in the practical sphere includes a wide array of technical 

responses, ranging from hard structural measures to soft policy measures such as climate services 

and behavioral changes. Most adaptation measures are situated in this sphere, where outcomes and 

benefits can be more easily measured and monitored. Although adaptations in this sphere are 

important, they are not enough to address vulnerability in the short and long term. The success or 

failure of responses in the practical sphere, and whether they are in fact contributing to climate-
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resilient pathways, often depends on the larger political, economic and cultural systems and 

structures in which these actions are embedded. 

- Adaptation through transformation in the political sphere is where the decisions, rules, 

regulations, agreements, incentives and priorities are discussed, negotiated, decided or imposed, and 

where some interests and agendas are prioritized over others. It is in this sphere that problems and 

solutions are identified and defined, and conflicts of interest may emerge. It is also here that 

collective action and social movements can make a difference by directly challenging the systems 

and structures.  

- Adaptation through transformation in the personal sphere recognizes that actions in the political 

sphere are influenced by the subjective views and perceptions. The personal sphere represents 

individual and collective assumptions, beliefs, values, worldviews and paradigms. These are often 

used to define the goals or objectives of systems, including who can and should benefit. Although 

many assume that systems and structures are fixed or given, the personal spheres draw attention to 

the social and cultural constructions of rules, norms and behaviors that influence social-ecological 

systems.  

 
 

Figure 1. The three spheres of adaptation as transformation (Source: IPCC 2014a, Figure 20-2 on p. 1122) 

 

5.0 Methods 

Social scientific methods will be used to investigate the relationship between adaptation and 

transformation. Crucial to this research project will be the co-design and co-production of 

knowledge, an approach to global environmental change research emphasized in the Initial Design 

Report for Future Earth (2013). Although traditional social science methods (including interviews, 

focus groups, dialogues and surveys) will be included in the research, four innovative methods will 

be used and developed, as they are critical to achieving the project goals: a) photovoice; b) Q 

Methodology; c) creative action research and d) encouragement design methods.   

 

a) Photovoice will be used in WP1 with coffee producers, enabling communities to identify their 

strengths and concerns in the process of adapting to a changing climate. Photovoice is a novel 

community-based participatory method that encourages participants to reflect and record their own 

experiences with climate change adaptation through photography (Booth and Booth 2003). It has 

been utilized in various disciplines to facilitate participant empowerment and development of 

individual and collective agency, including HIV and AIDS research, social stigmas towards 

illiterate mothers, urban farming, public health, ecosystem services, and adaptation research. The 

method can be used to identify tendencies among the collected photographs, which can facilitate 

participatory community dialogues. Photovoice can also empower participants to share their 

perspectives with relevant stakeholders such as community leaders and policy makers, so that they 

better understand the realities of the participants’ conditions (Wang and Burris 1997; Booth and 

Booth 2003; Berbés-Blázquez 2012).  
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b) Q-methodology will be used in WP2 to explore the subjective attitudes of individuals about 

climate change adaptation and transformation. Q-methodology is a mixed qualitative-quantitative 

technique particularly well suited studying subjectivity in a structured and statistically interpretable 

form (Stephenson 1978; Barry and Proops 1999). This technique elicits and compares opinions, 

feelings, cognitions and views of individuals towards a topic (Brown 1980). Through correlation 

statistics, factor analysis and the computation of factor scores, a coherent set of typified viewpoints 

on a particular issue can be extracted from the results of a “Q-sort”. This technique has been used in 

a climate change context. Wolf (2006), for example, used Q-methodology to assess individuals’ 

attitudes and responses to climate change in Canada.  

 

c) Creative action research will be used in WP3 to explore how creativity and art can contribute to 

adaptation. Novel and pioneering artistic action research methodologies will be carried out through 

a creative lab, informed by extensive interviews with artists working with climate change. Action 

research is of particular value when goals involve social change through collaboration and the co-

production knowledge (Kindon 2010, Reason and Bradbury 2007). Links between creativity and 

action research have been made mostly within education (cf. Smith 2004; Wyse and Spendlove 

2007). Collaboration between social scientists and artists is a relatively recent phenomenon, yet it 

offers great potential for nurturing creativity and challenging paradigms. Most notably, Beyes and 

Steyaert (2011: 112) examine the potential for arts-based action research within the social sciences 

and “recommend viewing artistic endeavours as acts of intervention which reframe, disturb, or alter 

current configurations of world-making” adding that “the politics of such interference thus lies in 

breaking open and subverting dominant ways of seeing and speaking by establishing new 

connections in the relational production of public space”. With respect to art-geography 

collaborations, Foster and Lorimer (2007: 429) note that “through dialogue with different 

paradigms, cross-disciplinary work can also nudge at worldviews – aiding a transition towards a 

critical stance, moulding independent values, and sharpening scepticism about imposed targets or 

external markers of success.” 

 

d) Encouragement design methods will be used in WP4 to study transformative learning and 

empowerment through a change experiment. Such methods test how different interventions and 

approaches may or may not encourage different behaviors. According to Bradlow (1998) the 

approach involves making subjects aware of a treatment option, then offering encouragement to 

some participants to select that treatment. If the encouragement is successful, a treatment effect can 

be estimated.  This helps to overcome self-selection associated with random designs, and can be an 

effective means of investigating how transformative interventions influence outcomes.  

6.0  Research Design  

The project is designed and organized around four innovative and complementary work packages. 

Each work package is feasible because it highlights one characteristic of adaptation with 

transformational potential, while still considering the others (e.g., collaboration, flexibility, 

creativity, and empowerment). Each work package will include both theoretical and empirical 

research that contributes to better understandings of successful adaptation to climate change. The 

work packages cover a range of socially-relevant examples that will be used to rigorously research 

the connections between adaptation and transformation, and they involve collaboration with the 

private sector, particularly in WPs 1 and 2:   
 

Work Package 1: a commodity (coffee and adaptation through collaboration);  

Work Package 2: an activity (travel and adaptation through flexibility); 

Work Package 3: an occupation or mode of learning (art and adaptation through creativity);  

Work Package 4: a sector (education and adaptation through empowerment).  
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The three spheres of transformation will be used as an analytical framework, informed by integral 

theory and theories of social change. Each work package will identify leverage points for successful 

adaptation to climate change, as well as tools and practices that can support adaptation through 

transformation. The general approach for the work packages will include (but are not limited to) 

these four steps: 
 

1. Analyze adaptation needs and challenges (based on assessment of climate impacts, 

vulnerabilities and risks) within each of the three spheres of transformation, paying attention 

to key interactions.   

2. Assess adaptive capacities and identify the role of collaboration, empowerment, creativity 

and flexibility in adaptation processes.  

3. Identify the most effective leverage points for successful adaptation within each sphere of 

transformation. 

4. Investigate and test transformative tools and strategies that take into account the 

interactions and allow stakeholders to work more effectively in the practical sphere.  
 

The work packages are described below. The research will be carried out by the PI, two PhD 

students, a post-doctoral fellow, and masters students working with a network of national and 

international collaborators. 

 

6.1 Work Package 1: Coffee connects 

Objective: This work package uses the three spheres of transformation to analyze successful 

adaptation to climate change in the coffee sector. A key question is “How does collaboration across 

scales contribute to successful adaptation in the coffee sector?” This links to the larger question of 

“What does climate change mean for coffee production and consumption?” which is important 

given the anticipated reduction of coffee growing areas by 50 percent (Bunn et al. 2015). 

 

Theoretical focus: The capacity of individuals to connect with others in collaborative relationships 

to work towards desired outcomes has been described through the concept of collaborative power. 

Slaughter (2011) refers to this as “the power of many to do together what no one can do alone”. She 

argues that it is not held by any one person or in any one place: “It is an emergent phenomenon – 

the property of a complex set of interconnections. Leaders can learn to unlock it and guide it, but 

they do not possess it.” The project will challenge this understanding, focusing on collaborative 

power as a quality of both individuals and groups working together for positive change. Drawing on 

structuration theory, network theory and quantum social theory, this work package will combine old 

and new knowledge to theorize how collaborative power can enhance adaptation in the coffee 

sector (Christakis and Fowler 2009; Wendt 2015). This will be investigated empirically through a 

case study of adaptation in the coffee sector, focusing on small-scale farmers in East Africa who are 

considered to be highly vulnerable to climate change. 

 

Empirical focus: Coffee as a commodity makes connections between people. More than 125 million 

people rely on coffee production for their livelihood, a result of which is consumed daily across the 

globe (Hoffman 2014). In East Africa, for example, coffee is one of the main cash crops, providing 

a vital source of income for farmers, and accounting for 17-59 percent of the foreign exchange 

earnings in coffee producing countries (Ovalle-Rivera et al. 2015). However, coffee is an extremely 

climate sensitive crop, where slight variability influences quality, quantity and price of yields (Bunn 

et al. 2015). Such changes put production and livelihoods out of sync (Baca et al. 2014). The 

hypothesis is that coffee farmers face a complexity of developmental challenges including climate 

vulnerability, yet can be empowered through collaboration to both adapt to climate change and 

challenge the underlying causes that contribute to their vulnerability in the first place.  
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This WP will focus on climate change adaptation and development, building a better understanding 

of transformative approaches to adaptation (see O’Brien et al. 2015). It will focus on coffee 

production within the global economy, addressing the following questions:  
 

 Practical sphere: How are small-scale coffee producers adapting to climate change?  

 Political sphere: In what ways can norms, rules and institutions (trade, international markets, 
retailers, consumption, etc.) support successful adaptation?  

 Personal sphere: How are diverse and changing values transforming the coffee system? 
 

The project will involve extensive collaboration to co-design and co-produce the research with 

farmers, development actors, private sector and researchers to refine key questions and methods in 

addition to the proposed method of photovoice. The work package will involve a PhD student who 

will examine the role of collaborative power among actors and organizations with deeply 

conflicting values and interest across sectors and disciplines that have thus far been ignored in the 

coffee sector, resulting in the establishment of a highly unsustainable practice financially, socially, 

ecologically and historically.  

 

Dissemination and impact: The research will produce an article-based PhD dissertation, as well as a 

short documentary film A coffee table book on “Coffee and Climate Change” may also be produced 

in collaboration with farmers and various stakeholders. Presentations will be made at conferences 

that include stakeholders, such as the Annual African Fine Coffee Conference and Exhibition, the 

Nordic World of Coffee, and Le Carnaval du Cafe (LCDC). 

 

6.2 Work Package 2: Travel connects 

Objective: This work package will assess and analyse successful adaptation to climate change 

within the travel industry, with an emphasis on cruise ship-based nature tourism in polar regions. 

Key questions are “What types of flexibility are needed for the successful adaptation of ship-based 

nature tourism in polar regions, and what are the implications for the sustainability of local 

communities?” and “What role to flexible narratives play in helping international travel companies, 

passengers and host communities successfully adapt to climate change?”  

 

Theoretical focus: The flexibility of responses will be investigated in relation to adaptation among 

travel companies, passengers, and local communities. Flexible adaptation pathways recognize that 

“risk management strategies need to evolve through time in response to continuous climate risk 

assessment, evaluation of adaptation strategies, and monitoring” (Rosenzweig and Solecki 2014:  

396). Importantly, a flexible adaptation framework includes both mitigation and adaptation 

strategies. However, the flexibility of adaptation pathways is also likely to depend on the flexibility 

of narratives. Narratives often justify activities and support decisions and choices. At the same time, 

they reflect shared values and dominating ideas about progress and development, including ideas 

and approaches to probable, possible and desirable futures.  The research will explore whether and 

how flexible narratives contribute to successful adaptation climate change.  

 

Empirical focus: This WP will explore how ship-based nature tourism is adapting to a changing 

climate, and the implications for sustainability. The IPCC (2014) anticipates that Arctic tourism will 

increase significantly under climate change, as the region warms and becomes more accessible. At 

the same time, climate change introduces numerous challenges to nature tourism. Climate 

variability and unpredictable weather pose challenges for navigation, as well as for passengers 

expectations and experiences; changes in ice cover and shifts in the ice-edge influence the dates, 

seasons and locations in which ship travel is possible; ecological changes influence the presence 

and distribution of biodiversity (e.g., thin polar bears, the absence of seals), and changing itineraries 

affect local communities that are economically dependent on tourism.  International travel 

companies are adapting in different ways, in some cases raising awareness about climate change 
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among passengers and the general public through campaigns, outreach programs, or chartered trips, 

and in other cases exploiting new opportunities. The latter may represent what Kristoffersen (2014) 

calls “opportunistic adaptation,” whereby capturing the economic benefits of climate change is 

prioritized over efforts to address the causes. The implications of these different types of adaptation 

have geographical, political and discursive implications for communities, ecosystems, and the travel 

industry.  

 The project will first use Q-methodology to gain an understanding of subjective attitudes 

towards climate change in the tourism industry. The statements for the Q-sort will be based on 

interviews with leaders of travel companies operating in the Arctic and Antarctic and expedition 

leaders and tour guides. To gain insights on the roles that practical, political and personal 

transformations play in successful adaptation, the PI will carry out in-depth case study that will be 

co-designed and co-produced with Lindblad Expeditions/National Geographic, which has been a 

leader in nature tourism while supporting environmental policies and community development, as 

well as raising awareness among passengers and the public. This study will focus on identifying 

transformative leverage points and bottlenecks for successful adaptation within the three spheres of 

transformation. The PhD project will include a case study of two Arctic communities involved with 

nature tourism to identify how they are adapting to climate change and changes in the tourist 

industry, how attitudes differ among generations, and how local autonomy and flexibility influence 

adaptive capacity. The PI and PhD student will collaborate on an article on how narratives on 

adaptation travel through space and time.    

 

Dissemination and Impact: The research will produce an article-based PhD thesis, as well as two 

research and popular articles on the transformation of tourism in the Arctic and ‘a new story of 

change.’  

 

6.3 Work Package 3 - Art connects 

Objective: This work package will explore the role of the art in adaptation process. A key question 

is “How can creative processes contribute to alternative approaches to climate change adaptation?”  

 

Theoretical focus: This WP will focus on “integration through art.” Though the importance of 

accommodating diverse disciplinary approaches is being increasingly acknowledged (Hulme 2008; 

O’Brien 2010), the arts remain at the periphery of dominant climate change discourses. The 

“dualism that separates art into the realm of the sensual and science into the rational sphere has 

historically denied artists the possibility of logically apprehending scientific information” 

(Randerson 2007: 443). The arts/science divide may provide an explanation as to why the arts have 

not figured prominently in discussions on climate change, but Gabrys and Yusoff (2012) suggest 

that a simple reunification may not necessarily be the answer. Climate change has inspired a 

mounting body of work by artists who focus on “the representation and nonrepresentation of sky, 

atmosphere, weather, climate, and climate change” (Thornes 2008: 405); work which suggests how 

artists are moving beyond the art/science divide and innovating new approaches to climate change. 

 

Empirical focus: To help navigate transformations into unfamiliar territories, there is a need for new 

models and approaches to adaptation that will make the transition easier to imagine. The research 

will focus on the role of art in adaptation processes, with an emphasis on how art can visualise the 

imagined and open up unexplored perspectives that reveal new patterns and capacities for change. 

Art can be defined as the conscious use of skill and creative imagination, especially in the 

production of aesthetic objects. Adaptation arguably calls for a deeper transformation process that 

directly addresses the cultural and aesthetic dimensions of sustainability. Kagan (2011) explores the 

role of the arts in cultural transformation processes and draws attention to the need to “connect” – to 

discover bridges between different types of knowledge and different types of beings. Despite 

growing acknowledgment that transcending disciplinary divides is critical to responding to 

environmental challenges, there have been few spaces to actually test how collaborations can 
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actually do this.  

The research will emphasise processes that not only connect patterns of complexity, but that 

develop capacities to reconnect patterns through the connections between emotional and cognitive 

dimensions of the climate change responses. The empirical part of this research will be carried out 

by a post-doctoral researcher in two phases. The first phase will involve semi-structured interviews 

with Norwegian and international artists who address climate change in their work. As artists erode 

traditional disciplinary divides by tackling issues like climate change in their work, they are 

pioneering the development of a cultural response to a typically scientifically-framed issue; creating 

a new and parallel discourse on climate change. Insufficient attention has been paid to how such 

work may contribute to broader climate change discourse. Through interviews with artists, research 

will look at how artists approach climate change in their work and how artists envisage the role of 

art in adaptation to climate change.  

Drawing on the research findings from interviews, the second phase involves the 

establishment of an innovative creative lab: Lax Lab.
1
 A creative lab gives an opportunity for 

genuine cross-disciplinary research on climate change which acknowledges the value of not just 

science but also the arts. Building on principles of action research, the creative lab has the goal of 

inciting change on individual and collective levels and fostering dialogue across disciplines. 

Inspired by the image of the salmon swimming against the stream, the name acknowledges that 

transformation requires individuals to work against currents. This is something that artists frequently 

do, increasingly so in work relating to climate change. Conversely, research that fails to 

meaningfully take into account diverse disciplinary views will be insufficient to successful 

transformation. The lab will strive to create a sense of community and collaboration within the 

university and beyond, engaging with students and academics in diverse disciplines and the broader 

public through: artist residencies, exhibitions, lecture series, publications, and creative workshops. 

Through the establishment of a creative lab, transdisciplinary research will be enabled on very 

practical levels by making and encouraging connections and networks between artists and scientists.  

 

Dissemination and impact: Collaboration with individual artists and arts institutions will be 

conducted through workshops, lectures, and an artist residency program. The outcomes of this 

research will be disseminated through three academic publications (including a book) as well as 

through various fora directed at a broader public (workshops, artist exhibitions and residencies, and 

a public lecture series). Focus will be placed on creating both national and international networks for 

sharing and collaborating, enhanced through the project website. 

 

6.4 Work Package 4 - Education connects 

Objective: This work package explores how climate change education can empower young people 

to engage with adaptation through transformation. Key questions include “How does transformative 

learning contribute to critical and creative thinking about climate change adaptation?” and “How 

can experiential learning empower students to work collectively for transformative change?” 

 

Theoretical focus:  Empowerment can be seen as a means of engaging young people with climate 

change adaptation. This research will focus on transformative learning and empowerment, which 

emphasizes “the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference 

(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, 

open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and opinions 

that will prove more true or justified to guide action” (Mezirow 2000: 7-8). It includes the capacity 

to become critically aware of one‘s own assumptions and expectations and their context, as well as 

those of others, when making interpretations. There is a scarcity of research and theory on of 

reflexive learning in relation to adaptation and how it is conceived by young people. A key 

                                                             
1
 Lax Lab takes its name from the Norwegian word for salmon (laks) and the English word meaning insufficient (lax). 
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challenge is to understand the role and dynamics of experiential learning and how it can effectively 

and creatively empower youth for successful adaptation to climate change.  

 

Empirical focus: Empirical research will explore the structures and processes of learning that best 

empower young people to respond successfully to complex problems. The project will engage 

Norwegian youth from five high school classes with different social, geographic and cultural 

profiles with a 30-day experiment in personal change that includes blogging and sharing reflections 

with a small group of participants. Using encouragement design methods, participants will select 

and commit to a change and engage with a transformative program that provides information, 

insights, and reflection questions that enable them to explore distinctions and commonalities 

between personal change and systems change, and between individual change and collective 

change. Two different transformative programs will be developed and evaluated; one that 

emphasizes a narrative of adaptation through collective change while the other emphasizes 

adaptation through individual change. The experiment and transformative program will be delivered 

through a digital platform that will be launched in October 2017 (www.cchallenge.no). A survey and 

interviews will be carried out prior to the 30-day experiment, directly after it, and one year later to 

assess self-efficacy, empowerment and engagement with climate change, as well as attitudes 

towards adaptation and transformation. The research will be carried out by the PI with two masters 

students in human geography and sociology, potentially in collaboration with the Knowledge 

Network on Transformation led by Ioan Fazey at Dundee University, Scotland and the Center for 

Research on Environmental Decisions (CRED) at Columbia University. 

 

Dissemination and Impact: The research will produce three journal articles on “Transformative 

learning through experimentation,” ”Engaging youth in change” and “Empowering change: the role 

of individual and collective agency.”  The results will be used to disseminate transformative tools 

for communicating and educating about climate change and sustainability solutions in secondary 

schools in Norway and internationally.  

 

7.0 Project Management, Collaboration and Strategic Considerations 

The AdaptationCONNECTS project will be led by Professor Karen O’Brien and located at the 

Department of Sociology and Human Geography at the University of Oslo. O’Brien has over 25 

years of experience working with interdisciplinary approaches to climate change research. The four 

work packages will be carried out collaboratively, with an international research group engaged in 

leading-edge global environmental change research, policy and practice. Mentoring dialogues and 

exchanges between senior and junior researchers will be organized to ensure career development 

and integration into international research networks and communities. International cooperation and 

collaboration will be essential to the project. Building on the PI’s extensive networks with 

renowned senior scholars and committed young and early career researchers, the project will seek to 

develop a powerful community of practice that will attract interest and engagement among scholars, 

practitioners, NGOs, artists and the private sector. Scientifically rigorous yet creative initiatives, 

events, and dissemination will be hallmark of AdaptationCONNECTS.  

 Karen O’Brien has demonstrated the ability to produce ground-breaking research. Her work 

with Robin Leichenko linked climate change and globalization on “Double Exposure” has inspired 

numerous PhD projects. She has contributed to the inclusion of transformation as a topic in IPCC 

reports. Her integral approach to climate change provides evidence of creative and independent 

thinking. Her work has been highly cited (6,804 Google Scholar citations, H-index=39) and she has 

been inspiring and supportive of younger researchers and students. In 2015 she received a 

university ‘Teacher of the Year’ award from the University of Oslo Student Parliament. In 2012 she 

received the Burtoni Award for her outstanding contributions to the science of adaptation to climate 

change. She is sought after as a speaker and committee member, and she is active contributor to 

international research programs, international assessments and conferences. She has extensive 

experience leading large, interdisciplinary projects, including the largest social science climate 
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research project to date in Norway: PLAN - Adaptation in Norway (2007-2012, 3.3 million EUR). 

She has the competence needed to ensure the successful leadership and outcomes of projects.  

The research group will include prominent scholars from diverse disciplines bring insights, 

inspiration, experience, and expertise in various fields with the competence needed to ensure the 

success of the project. An initial group of national and international collaborators, PhD students, 

and young and early career researchers will be invited to a 3-day project kick-off meeting in 2016 to 

form “international collaborative circles” that may be organized around principles of holocracy. 

During this meeting, the project’s international strategy and workplan will be further developed and 

initially co-designed through an open space workshop with a focus on paradigms, policies and 

practices for successful adaptation. 

To actively engage the international collaborative circles in the project objectives, additional 

research funding will be sought through, for example, Future Earth ‘Fast Track Initiatives’, COST 

Action networks, and the International Social Science Council’s Transformative Knowledge 

Networks. The research will lead to an ERC Advanced Grant proposal to continue the work. 

Anchored at both ISS and the SV Faculty, and in synergy with key UiO institutions such as SUM, 

UiO Energy and CIENS, AdaptionCONNECTS has the potential to be become a truly integrating 

initiative over the next decade, creating a strong foundation for continued excellence when the 

funding terminates. 

8.0 Resources, Budget and Timeline 

Professor Karen O’Brien will dedicate 40 percent of her time to the project. The project will be 

carried out with a research team that includes two PhD students, one post-doctoral researcher, 

masters students, and a 50 percent project manager. PhD, post-doctoral and research positions will 

be announced and recruited internationally, and qualified and interested researchers have been 

already identified. The project includes resources for synthesis processes and integration. A website 

will be developed as a means of communicating and sharing information. Monthly project meetings 

will focus on bringing together theory and empirical cases. A 2-day project retreat and experiential 

workshop will be held annually, focusing on project-relevant themes. A semi-annual international 

lecture series will be established with visiting researchers, and serve as the basis for a series of 

podcasts and webinars aimed at a wider audience. The budget for the five-year project amounts to 

NOK 19.158 million. Details of the budget and timeline are provided in the application.  

 

9.0 Expected Deliverables and Dissemination 

The research project will contribute to a potential paradigm shift in adaptation discourse, research 

and practices. AdaptationCONNECTS will produce and disseminate a number of publications in 

academic and popular science formats as described in the Work Packages. These include two PhD 

dissertations, fifteen peer-reviewed journal articles, a book on ‘The Art of Adaptation’ and at least 

two special journal issues or edited books based around key research themes, as well as a synthesis 

monograph by the PI on Climate Change Adaptation through Transformation. The project will 

organize events, workshops, lectures, PhD courses, conferences, webinars and residencies, 

including an international symposium in 2018. New international research networks will be created, 

integrating young scientists and facilitating future careers in global change research.  

10.0 General and Strategic Considerations 
AdaptionCONNECTS addresses an important societal challenge. The project is in line within the 

Institutional Development Plan of Department of Sociology and Human Geography (ISS), the 

University of Oslo (UiO), and the Research Council of Norway (RCN) by integrating research 

training, scientific production and teaching. There is a notable gap in adaptation research at the 

University of Oslo, and the project can draw in young scientists and a network of established 

researchers to create a fertile international research environment. The project will champion events 

and initiatives that will benefit the wider Norwegian community, including students. There will be a 

strong link to the University of Oslo through: 1) Open conferences, workshops and events; 2) 
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Interdisciplinary training offered to students from diverse disciplines; 3) The integration of social 

scientists and their approaches and methods into climate change research networks; 4) Joint projects 

and initiatives with Future Earth and 6) Strategic cooperation with the private sector. The research 

will support Future Earth, JPI-Climate and other initiatives. 

 

11.0 Ethics, gender, sustainability and capacity building 

Ethical considerations will be central to the design of detailed research plans at the beginning of the 

project. Special attention will be given to protecting the integrity and security of interviewees, 

researchers and others providing support for the project. The project will be implemented in 

consultation and agreement with the Norwegian Data Protection Official for Research (NSD). 

Gender equality will be a key concern in WP2 and to some extent in WP1 and WP3. 

AdaptionCONNECTS is led by a female scientist. The recruitment of young talents for doctoral and 

post-doctoral positions will ensure a minimum 50 percent representation of female candidates. The 

aim is to create a vibrant collaborative research space with an emphasis on gender balance.  The 

project will be carried out in a way that reduces its ecological impact, making use of principles as, 

for example, in the Future Earth Sustainable Research Guidelines. 
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