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Introduction
Climate change is fundamentally altering social-ecological systems globally, affecting land use, agricultural production, water availability, and biodiversity. When combined with pressures like population growth and economic shifts, these impacts create complex challenges that require transformational responses. Yet conventional adaptation approaches typically produce incremental changes that preserve existing systems rather than enabling the transformational adaptation needed to address climate challenges at their root. This paper contributes to the emerging field of transformational adaptation by presenting a framework of designed transformative practices that build essential capacities for systemic change.
Objectives
This research explores how carefully designed transformative practices can create conditions for communities, organisations, Traditional Owners, and government agencies to identify and implement transformational adaptation strategies that are both resilient and equitable. The study aims to:
1. Develop and validate a framework for enabling transformational adaptation to climate change
2. Identify specific transformative practices that build individual and collective capabilities for systemic change
3. Demonstrate how integrating systems thinking, futures thinking, and Indigenous ways of knowing can expand the solution space for climate adaptation
Methodology
The framework was developed through participatory action research in the Bellarine landscape (Australia), iteratively designing and testing transformative practices in immersive workshop settings. Methodological elements included interactive spatial mapping using large-format "Big Maps" with transparent overlays, systems mapping incorporating temporal dimensions (the "Murnong Map" approach), and Yarning Circles for deep listening and relationship understanding.
The approach integrated multiple theoretical frameworks including causal layered analysis (Inayatullah, 1998), multi-level perspective (Geels, 2011), and transition theory (Loorbach, 2010) visual pattern thinking (Schultz, 2024). Practices were specifically designed to develop three critical capacities identified in the literature: systemic inquiry, embracing uncertainty, and courageous leadership (Lonsdale et al., 2015).
Findings
Our work with climate adaptation practitioners demonstrates that carefully designed transformative practices effectively create conditions for transformational adaptation by:
1. Expanding participants' understanding of system dynamics and interconnections across scales and domains
2. Building capability to work with uncertainty and complexity through structured engagement with climate projections
3. Increasing sense of agency and hope among participants, countering climate anxiety and inaction
4. Generating concrete ideas for transformational system-level changes rather than site-specific protections
5. Strengthening relationships and trust between diverse stakeholders
As researchers and practitioners, we experienced profound development in our own capacities during this project, highlighting the importance of investing in "learning facilitators" who can guide transformative processes.
Significance for Policy and Practice
This framework offers practical guidance for enabling transformational adaptation across different contexts and scales. For policymakers, it provides a pathway beyond incremental changes to more transformative responses. For practitioners, it offers specific tools and approaches that build individual and collective capabilities for addressing complex climate challenges. The integration of Indigenous and Western knowledge systems provides a more holistic approach to adaptation planning that honours multiple ways of knowing and centres intergenerational equity.
References
Geels, F. W. (2011). The multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions: Responses to seven criticisms. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 1(1), 24-40.
Inayatullah, S. (1998). Causal layered analysis: Poststructuralism as method. Futures, 30(8), 815-829.
Lonsdale, K., Pringle, P., & Turner, B. (2015). Transformative adaptation: What it is, why it matters and what is needed. UK Climate Impacts Programme, University of Oxford.
Loorbach, D. (2010). Transition management for sustainable development: A prescriptive, complexity-based governance framework. Governance, 23(1), 161-183.
Fedele, G., Donatti, C. I., Harvey, C. A., Hannah, L., & Hole, D. G. (2019). Transformative adaptation to climate change for sustainable social-ecological systems. Environmental Science & Policy, 101, 116-125.
Schultz, T., & Sheehan, N. (2024). Visual Pattern Thinking Through Indigenous Respectful Design Systems and Ants. In N. Sheehan, D. S. Jones, J. Creighton, & S. Harrington (Eds.), Heritage, Indigenous Doing, and Wellbeing Voices of Country. Routledge.





