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To my family.





i 

“[…] no individual is free to describe nature with absolute 

impartiality but is constrained to certain modes of interpretation 

even while he thinks himself most free.” – Benjamin Lee Whorf 

“We represent in order to intervene, and we intervene in the  

light of representations” – Ian Hacking
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Abstract

Social-ecological systems research is interventionist by nature. As a subset 

of sustainability science, social-ecological systems research aims to generate 

knowledge and introduce concepts that will bring about transformation. 

intended purpose? Why do some appear to fail and others succeed? What 

engagement, and what implications do they have for social-ecological 

shape human actions. In particular, the thesis examines how meaning, 

interpretation and experience shape the practical enactment of four action-

oriented sustainability concepts: adaptive management, biosphere reserves, 

biodiversity corridors and planetary boundaries/reconnecting to the 

biosphere. In so doing, the thesis provides in-depth empirical applications 

of three interpretive traditions—hermeneutic, discursive and dialogical—

that together articulate a broadly interpretive approach to studying social-

ecological complexity. In the hermeneutic tradition, Paper I presents an 

in-depth narrative case study of a single practitioner tasked with enacting 

between these logics in her everyday work enacting the programme. 

reserves take on distinct meanings for participants in light of particular 

convergences of ecological, political and institutional factors that, in turn, 

about human-environment relations, about other people and governance 
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networks, and develop skills that enable them to navigate complexity 

and action around the biosphere reserve concept in each location. In the 

discursive tradition, Paper III explores how 20 scientists, practitioners and 

nature (biodiversity; humans-in-ecosystems; cultural-historical scenery) and 

conservation, including diverse perspectives on human-nature relationships, 

economics, control over land, and the boundaries between science and 

politics. In the dialogical tradition, Paper IV provides an in-depth portrait 

paper uses three concepts from contemporary practice theory—‘actionable 

to show how a group of university scientists produce usable knowledge 

to explore ideas of human-environment connection embedded in planetary 

boundaries and reconnecting to the biosphere. Dominant interpretations of 

these concepts portray human-environment connection in terms of ‘mental 

that resilience thinking seeks to transcend. A dwelling perspective is used 

to develop an embodied connection where human-environment relations 

emerge through interactivity between mind, body and environment 

systems research by highlighting the meanings that shape social-ecological 

complexity; by contributing theories and methods that treat social-ecological 

change and transformation as relational and holistic processes; and by 

contributes to sustainability science more broadly by introducing novel 

understandings of knowledge-action relationships; by providing advice 
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introducing tools that can improve co-production and outcome assessment 

means that interpretive approaches are an essential complement to existing 

structural, institutional and behavioural perspectives. Interpretive research 

Keywords 
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Sammanfattning

ekologiska system till att generera kunskap och introducera koncept som ska 

och erfarenhet formar hur fyra aktionsbaserade koncept inom vetenskap 

Artikel I

arbete. Artikel II

av ekologiska, politiska och institutionella faktorer, som i sin tur skapar 
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Artikel III

kulturhistoriska landskap) och korridorer (plan, process, plats) samt 

Artikel IV

dess villkor. Artikel V

som formar komplexitet i social-ekologiska system. Avhandlingen 
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1Introduction

Introduction

Social-ecological systems research is interventionist by nature. As a subset 

1 aims 

to generate knowledge and introduce concepts that solve the pressing 

sustainability challenges of the day, from biodiversity loss and habitat 

term, to put our minds in harmony with the earth system we depend on” 

world. 

In seeking to produce sound science that stimulates purposeful social 

and applied, and is emblematic of attempts within sustainability science 

research by bringing together the social and natural sciences and the 

humanities with state, corporate and civil society sectors in inter-, multi- and 

1  The term ‘social-ecological systems’ has been used variously to refer to a broad research field, a specific analytical 
framework (Ostrom 2009) and an object of study. In this thesis, the acronym SES is generally used to refer to the 
broad research field. Any references to the analytical framework or the object of study are explicitly specified.
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between science and society to accelerate the delivery of the knowledge that 

histories of the applied social and natural sciences make clear (Sandberg and 

foster sustainability, such as adaptive management or biosphere reserves, 

reveals an apparently perpetual gulf between knowing and doing, variously 

to nurture sustainability diverge in innumerable ways when they are put 

the intended purpose? Why do some appear to fail and others succeed? 

interpretive perspective, focusing on the meanings that shape actions.

. . . 

Meaning matters for sustainability interventions, from local to planetary 

we pay attention to the meaning that, for instance, adaptive management 

does not only emerge from how people consciously interpret a concept, but 

also from the largely subconscious linguistic and symbolic structures that 

shape the basic categories of thought and action, as well from the tacit and 

embodied actions, habits and routines—including engagement with physical 

and ecological processes—through which a particular concept is brought to 

is particularly important in a science that seeks to intervene in the world 
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not understand, catastrophic failure is usually not far away.”

Meaning becomes especially important when we take into account the 

dynamic and unpredictable nature of complex systems supports a plurality 

facts as well as values, normative assumptions, beliefs and ethical preferences 

are ever present, and knowledge is intrinsically provisional, contingent 

interpretations are continually revised in accordance with practical 

experience, changing ecologies, and in response to the actions, reactions, 

and sense making practices of many other interpretive communities, 

of learning and adaptation, within which there are no neutral, objective 

of acting in complexity, and shapes sustainability from local to planetary 

humans and nature, the concept of the anthropocene implicates meaning 

in creating and shaping them, and therefore informs how sustainability is 

systems that scientists study, but implicates scientists the systems 

particular form of sense making—replete with its own values, normative 
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observations, values and conditional assumptions come together to shape 

processes of sense making shape sustainability outcomes and generate further 

. . .

draw out the interpretive dimensions of social-ecological systems (Westley 

to the voluminous body of social science research on the topic while also 

shedding light on social-ecological

approaches—most prevalent in the social sciences and humanities—place 

subject, “the study of society can only be as stable as the self-interpretations 

of the individuals studied. And inasmuch as these interpretations are not 
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and methodological traditions—each carrying distinct epistemological and 

ontological commitments—that are confusing, contradictory and initially 

given the substantial challenges sustainability scientists might be tempted to 

. . .

meaning shapes the interpretation and enactment of four action-oriented 

sustainability concepts: adaptive management, biosphere reserves, 

biodiversity corridors and planetary boundaries/reconnecting to the 

the individual subjective mind—I use these to explore how the conscious 

understandings and strategies of scientists, practitioners and participants 

shape the ways that concepts are used and enacted. Discursive approaches 

propose that meaning emerges through symbolic and linguistic structures—I 

use these to explore the wider social discourses that shape expectations and 

meaning is generated through practical action—I use these to illuminate the 

tacit labour and embodied skill that scientists and practitioners draw upon 

in putting concepts to work in the world. 

the purpose of social-ecological change, in a manner that extends and 

enlivens commitments to social-ecological interconnectedness, complexity 

and dynamic change, and helps to address pernicious theoretical concerns 
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interpretive perspective on social-ecological systems is a coherent, consistent 

precepts of complexity thinking, (2) interpretive approaches can generate 

are essential for sustainability science more broadly in both instrumental 

sustainability science.

Empirical focus

to direct social-ecological relations along more sustainable trajectories. 

resource management.

Adaptive management

Adaptive management is a concept designed to allow management action 

through experience, and advocates a learning-by-doing approach where 

scientists, managers and policy-makers, yet there is a growing frustration 
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management and the experiences of practitioners on the ground (Allan  

and Stankey 2009).

Figure I The adaptive management cycle (DPIPWE 2014; Jones 2005, 2009). Reprinted with kind 
permission of Glenys Jones and the Tasmania Parks and Wildlife Service (Department of Primary 
Industries, Parks, Wildlife and Heritage—DPIPWE)

Biosphere reserves

seek to reconcile biodiversity conservation and socio-economic development 

Biosphere reserves seek to integrate traditional protected areas with their 

support sites—special places for testing interdisciplinary approaches to 
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understanding and managing changes and interactions between social 

Biodiversity corridors

to enhance ecological and, increasingly, “economic, institutional and 

of habitat linking protected areas, but has since evolved to capture various 

conservation practitioners, communities, planners and land managers, the 

Figure II A stylized representation of the biosphere reserve zonation (UNESCO 2014).  
Reprinted with kind permission of the Netherlands National Commission for UNESCO
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Planetary boundaries and reconnecting to the biosphere

from the concepts elaborated thus far, in that they do not so much represent 

actionable management paradigms or policies in themselves, but they are 

identifying critical values for nine global biophysical processes beyond which 

in mind set” is necessary to remain within planetary boundaries because 

“current perspectives and worldviews mentally disconnect human progress 

and economic growth from the biosphere”—this is the idea of ‘reconnecting 

media coverage and public and academic interest, and attempts are underway 

 

Figure III ‘Ideal types’ of biodiversity corridor (Bentrup 2008).  
Reprinted with the kind permission of the author
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embedded normative assumptions and political implications (von Heland 

Figure IV The nine planetary boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015). Reprinted with the permission of the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science, Copyright 2015
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Theory

interconnectedness and complexity, and introduces interpretive theory to 

help understand the enactment of action-oriented sustainability concepts. 

explaining how three broad traditions of interpretive research can illuminate 

important aspects of social-ecological complexity. I spend more time on 

interpretive theory because (a) I assume a certain level of familiarity with 

Social-ecological systems

boundary object” rather than a technically applied concept (Stojanovic et 

concept of social-ecological systems to articulate an integrated ‘human-

related to resilience thinking. Social-ecological systems perspectives are also 

systems ecology, anthropology, political science, management studies and 

ecological economics, each bringing diverse ontological, epistemological 

generated ambiguity about the status of social-ecological systems as either a 

theory, a framework, an empirical object or a collection of shared interests 

indicated, for instance, there are many distinct interpretations of social-

thesis conceives of social-ecological systems as a broad perspective held 
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together by a set of shared concerns: the interpenetration of social and 

natural processes, the complexity of these processes (including concepts like 

shared concepts and research areas (e.g. stewardship, adaptive management 

variety of theoretical and methodological standpoints. 

Social-ecological complexity

deep social-ecological interconnectedness as a central assumption—as Berkes 

et al. (2003: 3) note, any “delineation between social and natural systems 

intrinsically indeterminate, dynamic and emergent (Berkes et al. 2003). 

and control—in the everyday sense of the word—is a fallacy (Holling and 

multiple spatial and temporal scales (Gunderson and Holling 2002), and 

unfold against a stable background environment, but with their environment 

in an environment produced through their ongoing, adaptive interactions 

context there are no essential distinctions between subject and object—

complexity concepts themselves—are not only uncertain and provisional, but 

also inherently relational, emerging from our experience of and engagement 
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implying that we act in a dynamic present, with inevitably incomplete and 

situated knowledge, and limited understanding of the impacts of our actions 

tend to conceive of human and environmental—or social and ecological—

phenomena in terms of independent and contained domains that act 

Interactional perspectives generally seek to explain complex phenomena by 

breaking them down and observing the interactions between constituent 

perspectives propose that human and environmental phenomena form 

interlinked (yet still distinct) dynamic, holistic systems, and seek to explain 

on prediction, objectivity, and universal, integrated understanding. 

Transactional worldviews explain phenomena in terms of relations between 

the importance of context, and plural—not necessarily commensurate—

so far organismic and interactional perspectives have been more prominent 

of transactional perspectives to highlight and extend crucial aspects of 

complexity, including social-ecological interconnectedness, plurality, and 
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Navigating social-ecological fit

complexity principles into action-oriented concepts and strategies, and 

such as adaptiveness, experimentation, co-production of knowledge, 

a range of concepts such as adaptive management, adaptive governance 

and resilience assessment—and studied others such as biosphere reserves 

stakeholders monitor which kinds of environmental signals?” “What 

environmental signals are systematically ignored and why?” “Who has social 

standing to report environmental information, and who may interpret it?” 

politics and power in representational terms. Within representational 

approaches, knowledge is assessed in terms of whether it accurately 

corresponds to or mirrors a single social-ecological reality that lies 
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the lived experience of those actually tasked with enacting, e.g., adaptive 

themselves shaped by everyday political contingencies, power dynamics, 

Performative accounts of knowledge, just beginning to be introduced 

Paper I; Paper IV). Performative approaches broaden the focus from 

the representations themselves (models, maps, images), to the practices, 

actions and decisions involved in attempts to represent, and how these 

 in the world (Hacking 

barriers to getting the facts right, but constitutive factors in generating ‘the 

and more about how practical forms of social-ecological engagement—

principles of social-ecological complexity, and outlining the implications 

and claimed that representational approaches to knowledge and action are 

not necessarily best placed to capture the dynamic, back-and-forth processes 
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Interpretive theory

Interpretive approaches focus on the processes that generate meaning 

and understanding, and the ways in which meaning shapes actions and 

the role of ideas and meanings in individual lives and social practices.” 

Interpretive approaches arose out of the basic insight that much of human 

and social action is intentional—that is, conducted to achieve a particular 

purpose in accordance with sets of rules—and is therefore distinguished 

decipher this situation an observer needs to account for the intentions 

wish to understand and describe intentional phenomena, e.g. why people 

and an action) rather than causal explanations made in terms of variables 

are agents always aware of their intentions? Is the meaning of an act only 

what the acting agent intends by it? How is the meaning of an act shaped by 

to social-ecological complexity—is that meanings are not simply applied 

the idea that dominant meanings about human-environment relations—for 
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meanings 

the enactment of sustainability interventions.

scheme directly around the phenomena of interest—meaning—rather than 

interdisciplinary sustainability scientists approach problems. Moreover, 

policy studies, geared towards providing useful knowledge that improves 

sustainability science, and is particularly valuable given that interpretive 

research can appear rather abstract and distanced from practical problems. 

It should be noted that the three faces of meaning are not mutually 

exclusive. In practice—and this thesis is no exception—an analyst may use 

broad philosophical and methodological stances that contain within them 

provide useful conceptual clarity to the basic ontological and epistemological 

research, and indicating how each approach can illuminate the enactment of 

action-oriented sustainability concepts.



18

Hermeneutic

Hermeneutic approaches are perhaps the most widespread approach to 

Hermeneutic approaches operate under the basic assumption that humans 

“grasp the world by constantly interpreting their own acts and those 

of others,” and therefore that lived, everyday human experience and 

is generated in the individual subjective mind. But individual understandings 

are situated within a wider intersubjective context, so to understand social 

phenomena the researcher must move back and forth between individual 

understandings and the wider social context—introducing the idea of 

its symbolic role in re-enacting Balinese cultural hierarchies. Hermeneutic 

research generally proceeds by recording the self-understandings of 

in relation to the broader social setting, and reporting the results through 

representative paradigm—it assumes that more or less objective meanings 

although this has seldom—if ever—been explicitly articulated. Hermeneutic 

approaches have played an important role in the theoretical and 

methodological consideration of culture within social-ecological systems. 
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highlight the meanings that motivated the transformation of ecosystem 

preserve social-ecological memory in Stockholm allotment gardens, situating 

social context of media, markets and legal frameworks. While Barthel et al. 

interpretive thinker), the emphasis on meaning arising through the interplay 

between individual minds and broader social context evokes hermeneutics. 

approach to illuminate the meanings—framed in terms of a “social-ancestral 

contract with the ancestors”—that sustain ecosystem services in southern 

Madagascar.

research. At a general level, the focus on meaning provides an essential 

complement to structural accounts of social complexity that focus on 

responsibilities. In the context of sustainability interventions, hermeneutic 

the perspective of the target audience into view” (e.g. Paper II). Paying 

attention to the understandings and experience of those tasked with enacting 

adaptive management, for example, can shed light on divergent outcomes 

and illuminate the practical and potentially unexpected value of the concept 

(Paper I

for exploring individual agency and the lived complexity of scientists 

of individuals situated in an intersubjective context. In many hermeneutic 

accounts of social-ecological complexity meaning is thus limited to the ‘social 
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to speak, relatively unchallenged, for the biophysical aspects of social-

ecological systems, which perhaps indicates why hermeneutic approaches 

the coevolutionary and coproductive implications of social-ecological 

inevitably partial, and are always understandings from a particular and 

many cases in which individuals are simply not aware of their own attitudes, 

feelings or perspectives, or are potentially misled about them.2

individuals generally do not have conscious access to the implicit, tacit and 

sources of meaning that lie beyond the individual subjective mind. Discursive 

brought to life. 

Discursive

Discursive approaches relocate meaning from the subjective perspectives 

discourses are symbolic structures or relations, emerging from institutions, 

religions, governments, social traditions, ideologies and so on, that produce 

through the interplay between aspects of a discourse, including beliefs, 

2  A related problem is the human tendency to rationalize behaviour after the fact, i.e. to attribute deliberate intentions 
and strategies that may not have been present at the time, when explaining actions, choices and understandings (e.g. in 
a research interview).
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regimes and economic norms may work to make indigenous ecological 

knowledge knowable only in relation to dominant intellectual property 

“largely unconscious, taken-for-granted understandings” created by wider 

general role of discursive research is therefore critical—to make discursive 

structures visible, highlight the way they shape meaning, and explain why 

of the interview, discursive approaches favour supra-individual data and 

methods, e.g. media reports, legal documents and government policies 

is dynamic, pervasive, and bound up with power—discursive theorists claim 
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of discourse, and the diverse ways in which resilience in particular is used 

both as a challenge to and an instrument of power (see, for example, Simon 

Discursive approaches illuminate the structural relations that produce 

meaning, and the dynamic, tacit and distributed ways that power shapes 

In relation to social-ecological complexity, then, discursive approaches 

20), which in turn shape our understandings of what sustainability entails 

Paper III

discursive approaches to improve the world (and the enactment of 

sustainability concepts)? 3

3  Of course, discursive approaches might suggest that the term ‘operationalize’ is itself evidence of powerful discourses 
shaping what counts (or not) as desirable and relevant knowledge for sustainability.
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of positive change? Moreover, the distanced nature of much discourse 

analysis sometimes seems far-removed from the real-time, action-oriented, 

4 

need not entail a rejection of agency. To deny that subjects can escape from 

make sense to them.” Dialogical approaches build on this insight, maintaining 

the idea that knowledge and understanding is always partial and tied to a 

 

Dialogical

approaches view perspective as generative—as an essential precursor or 

inevitably immersed in our own particular assumptions and experiences, but 

a tapestry to cover up the world, it is rather a way of guiding the attention 

meaning is generated through the active, reciprocal engagement of an 

“Meaning arises out of the relationship between an act and those trying to 

be put by saying that meaning is only potentially present in any act, and that 

an understanding of meaning as inherently relational. Dialogical approaches 

4  Discursive approaches also struggle to illuminate the agency of ecosystems and ecological communities, and the 
ways in which ecology itself appears to disrupt and challenge our conceptual schemes. 
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which confronts the interpreter with new experience and may prompt them 

form of verbal conversation (e.g. a research interview) but also embodied, 

practical exchanges with the ecological, physical and social world (Wagenaar 

active, experimental engagement with the phenomena of interest (Pickering 

through practical action. Methodologically, researchers tend to focus 

on practice and action, using participant observation, ethnography and 

precepts of social-ecological complexity than hermeneutic or discursive 

approaches. Dialogical perspectives present meaning as emerging through 

observer, and a dynamic, plural and forever partially indeterminate 

precisely because they upset conventional modes of thinking and doing 

research—including deep-seated assumptions about the relations between 

social and ecological, mind and matter, and subjective and objective 

Paper V). Dialogical approaches have been used widely in some 

areas of environmental research, e.g. anthropology, environmental sociology 

and human geography, and multiple theories about human-environment 

relations have arisen that employ dialogical meaning, including dwelling 

active, embodied engagement of scientists with colleagues and ecosystems, 

and how the material characteristics of species produce yet continually 

use a dialogical approach to show how the meaning of governing for urban 

resilience emerges through the ability of policy actors to navigate dynamic 
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Dialogical approaches highlight the central role of actions and practices 

in producing meaning. Dialogical approaches retain the performative 

understanding of language introduced by discursive approaches, where 

language not only mirrors but also helps to bring social-ecological relations 

is not simply imposed upon the social and physical world by discursive 

structures—rather, the world continually answers back, challenging our 

presuppositions and prompting us to revise our biases and conceptual 

because the focus on practical action provides the tools to capture the 

especially useful for exploring practical enactments of action-oriented 

concepts like adaptive management because they capture the experimental, 

forward-looking, fundamentally uncertain and dynamic nature of creating 

meaning in complex social-ecological contexts. Perhaps most importantly, 

they demonstrate that meaning is not either subjective or objective, but 

 subjective  objective at the same time. While this might sound 

life dilemmas and choices faced by practising scientists, practitioners and 

communities in complex situations, so are well placed to provide useful advice 

Paper 

IV). But there are also limitations. Dialogical perspectives tend to operate 

approaches bring to light the values, beliefs, and assumptions embedded 

within science, as well as the tacit skills and embodied competencies that 
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Paper IV; Paper V).

Is combining social-ecological systems and interpretive 
theory contradictory?

Interpretive approaches emerged in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century in direct response to traditional positivist and reductionist 

and simplistically speaking, the goal of much interpretive research is to 

understand the concepts and ideas that social actors use to order their 

experience, the ways these concepts are produced, and the ways they 

values and assumptions that underlie these concepts, including those 

approaches, this time in the ecological sciences, but based on the premise 

traditional approaches gave it credit for (Berkes et al. 2003). Again speaking 

if the reader is wondering at this stage if these two imperatives—to 

deconstruct and to create meaning—are inherently contradictory.

that sustainability scientists are not simply conducting research on social-

ecological complexity but are also situated 
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interpretations themselves enter into, shape and generate further complexity 

but are interpreted by social actors and used to shape action in unpredictable 

it cannot be content with simply producing concepts that aim to represent 

the world, but must also get to grips with the way these concepts intervene 

But to use interpretive approaches productively with all the other 

essential approaches in sustainability science—including empiricist social 

research and natural and applied sciences—an appropriate philosophy of 

as instrumental rather than absolute, 

for experience that enable us to learn about particular aspects of the world, 

but also to move around in it and act in particular ways. (Wagenaar and 

a situation—including experimental practices and empirical measurement 

of the physical world as well as our ideas and understandings). Because 
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particular contexts, inevitably including objective and subjective aspects. 

while also acknowledging the contingencies that underlie each (including 

Methodology and methods

In this section I outline the methodological approach of the thesis. In 

particular, I show how the ontological and epistemological commitments 

within each interpretive tradition presage distinct data sources, data 

Methodology in sustainability science

Sustainability science is inherently interdisciplinary and draws insights 

from the social and natural sciences, the humanities, and applied disciplines 

encourages creativity and avoids the dogmatism of rigid philosophical 

assumption is problematic because every method emerges from, and contains 
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commitments do not only shape the way the researcher approaches a given 

problem, but also shape the structure and content of the problem itself (Law 

recent years, and graduate students are increasingly encouraged to develop 

ontological and epistemological literacy (what ontology and epistemology 

are and how they manifest themselves in research) and agility (the ability 

journey for this thesis. While it is tempting to portray this search for 

methodological coherence as a rational, linear progression, this has simply 

not been the case, and is probably not for many interdisciplinary researchers 

entails improvisation (Klemp et al. 2008) and recognition of the intertwined 

limitations of particular approaches do not reveal themselves until the 

It should be noted that I do not consider acknowledging these aspects of 

negative sense; rather, good interdisciplinary sustainability science emerges 

Methods used

suitable for accessing structures of meaning and interpretation (Yanow and 
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only refer to the data collection method (e.g. key informant interviews, 

participant observation) but also to data analysis (e.g. deductive thematic 

indicate my approach to data analysis as well as the underlying theoretical 

 

Rich narratives

Paper I 

with implementing an adaptive management monitoring programme. 

“relational totalities” of practitioner experiences (Sandberg and Tsoukas 

eleven hours over a three-week period. While I began with some broad 

topics and experiences raised by June. I analysed the interview transcripts 

inductive codes from the transcripts, while also applying coding categories 

for interpreting the strategies of individual adaptive managers. Paper I 

in Paper I 

acknowledges the narrative as a co-creation of interviewer and interviewee, 

this is not elaborated in presentation of results—implicitly reinforcing 

to highlight the practice of adaptive management, and it is here, in the 

action-orientation of the inductive codes, that the paper does become more 
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observation), which limits the extent to which it is able to illuminate the 

 

Semi-structured key informant interviews

Paper II 

learning in biosphere reserves by conducting semi-structured key informant 

to draw general conclusions about the relationships between activities and 

particular learning outcomes. A semi-structured approach was adopted 

because it produced detailed accounts while also ensuring that the same 

While extensive, the interviews were less detailed than the rich narrative of 

Paper I

the collected data appeared much richer—and also more diverse—than 

and adopted an explicitly interpretive approach to analyse the interview 

data alone, omitting the survey results. We used an inductive approach to 

analyse the interview transcripts, generating coding categories through 

being able to extend an interpretive analysis to a larger pool of interviewees 

it enables the paper to highlight the diversity and contextual nature of 

broad scope and contextual richness are evident in our decision to focus on 

Paper I, our approach is classically hermeneutic. Meaning is accessed through 

understandings provides access to the broader social dimensions of meaning. 

Paper I and II
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hermeneutic approaches—that individuals may not be aware of their own 

feelings or attitudes, that they may not have access to the objective norms, 

rules and values that shape their actions (e.g. legal frameworks, biosphere 

tacit, embodied aspects of meaning. 

Q method

Paper III 

from supra-individual sources including media reports, legal documents, 

academic papers and government policies. We then asked twenty scientists, 

practitioners and community representatives to sort a selection of these 

statements into a numbered matrix that ran from ‘most like my point of 

participants were asked to explain their reactions to and choices in ranking 

produced three coherent framings of success that we link in the paper to 

marks a transition from hermeneutic to discursive approaches to meaning. 

We retain a hermeneutic attentiveness to the individual understandings 

of our participants, but these understandings are conditioned by the 

wider discourse represented in the statements and are analysed in terms 

the fact that three relatively stable framings emerged counteracts this 
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our prexisting interests and knowledge (e.g. of conservation debates) as 

the background, and a meaning realist approach is adopted. 

Interpretive interviews and participant observation 

Paper IV 

interviews together with participant observation to explore the enactment 

of adaptive management in an Australian national park. I followed a team of 

programme, observing their actions and transcribing their verbal 

open-ended interviews where the scientists and managers were encouraged 

Paper IV builds on 

the practice perspective articulated in Paper I but crucially the addition of 

conservations, decisions and actions of the scientists—enables the paper 

well as through their practical engagement with the environment through 

Paper IV. Although 

scientists, we interpret their actions through a deductively applied theory. 
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Deductive approaches are less common in dialogical research, which tends 

dialogical research. 

Interpretive analytical critique

Paper V 

in dominant framings of planetary boundaries and reconnecting to 

the biosphere. We provide an interpretive reading of the two concepts, 

identifying key assumptions and how these assumptions relate to each 

other. We highlight potential tensions between these assumptions with 

principles of social-ecological complexity, and propose an alternate set 

of assumptions as a means of reconciling the concepts with complexity 

humanities, social sciences and critical theory. It is rarely explicitly adopted 

as a method in the natural sciences, but even here it is implicitly used more 

It is included here because its status as a distinct method comes into focus 

when it is brought into interdisciplinary contexts. Interpretive analytical 

of highlighting the embedded meanings, values and assumptions within 

epistemic commitments embedded in the frameworks, theories and methods 

of sustainability research. 
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Research ethics

were also submitted to the relevant local authorities for ethical review. 

All participants were provided plain language statements that clearly 

described the goals of the research project and the nature of participation. 

Participants signed consent forms that protected their anonymity and 

assured their right to withdraw from the research at any time, and granted 

the researcher the right to audio record the interview. Participants in Paper 

I and IV were provided with the full interview transcript and given the 

opportunity to amend or clarify their statements. Participants in Paper III 

were provided with extended and condensed versions of the framings prior 

to publication, and given the opportunity to clarify, comment on, or dispute 

appropriate personal conduct and engagement with research participants. 

Paper I, III and IV. I addressed this by 

account as possible of the dilemmas that they were facing and how they 

attempted to resolve them in ways that made sense to them. While this does 

have a methodological component, as interpretive researchers attempt to 

grasp the conceptual distinctions of those they study, it is just as important 

beyond the conceptual distinctions of participants—either by identifying 

tacit dimensions of meaning or by revealing the contingent, contradictory or 

position of acknowledging that these conceptual distinctions are—given the 

context these actors are operating within—valid and legitimate is a crucial 

starting point.
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Papers and findings

address (i) the relations between knowledge and action, and (ii) knowledge, 

politics and power (Table II).

Table II Summary of papers. In the ‘approach to meaning’ column, the dominant approach comes first with 
secondary influences in brackets

Paper

Action-
oriented 
concept

Approach to 
meaning Method

Paper I, 
‘Rethinking 
social barriers’

Adaptive 
management

Hermeneutic 
(dialogical)

Managing through, in, out 
and up (Westley 2002); 
Knowledge work  

Paper II, 
‘Learning 

with Social-
Ecological 
Complexity’

Biosphere 
reserves

Hermeneutic Key informant 
interviews 

Social-ecological systems; 
complexity thinking  

Paper III, ‘What Biodiversity 
corridors

Discursive 
(hermeneutic)

--

Paper IV, 
‘Embracing 
the Primacy of 
Experience’

Adaptive 
management

Dialogical
interpretive 
interviews

 

Paper V, 
‘Dwelling in the 
Biosphere’

Planetary 
boundaries and 
reconnecting to 
the biosphere

Dialogical Interpretive 
analytical 

 
social-ecological systems 
(Davidson-Hunt and  
Berkes 2003)
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Paper I: Rethinking social barriers to effective adaptive 
management 

Paper I addresses the widely cited gap between the theory and practice 

to applying science in environmental management. However, this 

diagnosis situates social phenomena such as, for instance, values, interests, 

interpretation, and political disputes, 

to enact adaptive management. Paper I therefore resituates the social 

of adaptive management practitioners. To this end, we present an in-depth 

empirical case study of a single individual, June, responsible for enacting a 

regional adaptive management monitoring programme in an Australian land 

on practice and knowledge work.

(i) June has to take into account many things if she is to produce useful 

and contested, and shaped by three distinct yet interrelated logics: 

and academic logics demanding experimentation and learning.

work building the programme, and develops a range of practices to 

negotiate the tensions that the logics throw up.
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Paper I informs knowledge-action relations by highlighting the range of 

demands, purposes and expectations placed on adaptive management, and by 

illuminating the way that the ecological, political and technical interweave 

of science-society relations in AM away from “gaps,” towards the practices, 

skills, and capacities that scientists employ to navigate everyday practice 

role of values and politics (alongside ecologies) in the construction of useful 

Paper II: Learning to live with social-ecological complexity: 
an interpretive analysis of learning in 11 UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserves

Paper II explores the relationships between meaning, action and learning in 

has primarily been addressed by either (a) attempts to ensure that biosphere 

review process, or (b) attempts to establish general causal or correlational 

relationships between actions and learning outcomes. While useful, these 

empiricist approaches tend to assume that the biosphere reserve is a single 

learning for sustainability is and how it should take place. In this paper 

learning for sustainability—starting from the experiences of practitioners 

and proceeding to explore how practitioners interpret, enact and learn from 
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working with the concept. Accordingly, the paper presents an interpretive 

around the world.

informed by the particular ecological, institutional, social and political 

occurring in relation to each biosphere reserve. However, the 

interplay of meaning and action in each biosphere reserve is shaped 

by a dynamic multi-scalar context, including global economic forces, 

national government policies, biophysical change, and the initiatives of 

individuals.

(iii) Participants in each biosphere reserve learn broadly about human-

environment relationships, other actors and governance networks, 

and develop skills to navigate complexity—but the meaning and 

manifestation of these in each biosphere reserve is closely linked to 

biosphere reserves act as arenas for learning to live with social-ecological 

complexity.

Paper II 

world. Moreover, the paper demonstrates how knowledge-action relations 

evolve dynamically through space and time, in relation to particular social, 

might be to consider biosphere reserves as experimental arenas that enable 

participants to learn to live with social-ecological complexity, and to explore 
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the political contexts that inform interpretations of particular concepts, 

and that guide trajectories of learning. In a methodological sense, the paper 

demonstrates that bringing interpretive research together with empiricist 

politics in shaping learning for sustainability.

Paper III: What constitutes a successful biodiversity 
corridor? A Q-study in the Cape Floristic Region,  
South Africa.

Paper I and II highlight how meaning and contestations over meaning 

animate the pursuit and enactment of sustainability. However, one might be 

Paper III directly addresses this argument in the context of biodiversity 

essential, they can only be constructed and interpreted within value-based 

biodiversity corridors. 

and (3) ‘a stimulus for place-based cultural identity and economic 

biodiversity; humans-in-ecosystems; cultural-historical scenery), and 

of biodiversity corridors (as conservation planning tools; governance 
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success that embody inherently normative ideas about human-nature 

relationships, economics, control over land, and the connections between 

science and politics.

Paper III illuminates knowledge-action relationships by showing that criteria 

for successful enactments of particular concepts—such as biodiversity 

corridors, adaptive management, biosphere reserves, or even planetary 

boundaries—are not self-evident or purely objective, but emerge from 

of desirable knowledge-action relationships are themselves shaped by 

particular (normative) assumptions about what knowledge and action are 

personal understandings of individuals but are shaped by national and global 

analytical perspective—treating the corridor as a discursive tool used by 

framings (including the more science-oriented ones) rely upon contestable 

value judgments, the paper reveals the politics of assessing success. Pertinent 

acknowledging multiple valid perspectives (and the normative dimensions 

behind them) itself implicates power.

Paper IV: Embracing the primacy of experience: how 
a practice perspective can bring accounts of adaptive 
management to life 

Papers I-III explore how meaning shapes, in turn, the production of 

knowledge in adaptive management, the learning that takes place in 

biosphere reserves, and assessments of success in biodiversity corridors. In 

where meaning emerges through self-understandings or social discourse. 

But what about the ecosystems themselves? Do they have a say in how they 

become known, and how meaning is produced? Indeed, a mental framing, 
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Paper IV attempts to amend this situation by returning to the apparent gap 

between the theory and practice of adaptive management, and presenting a 

case study of a group of scientists tasked with enacting adaptive management 

attempt to generate useful knowledge, and to highlight the tacit physical 

labour that goes into producing meaningful information about the park. 

that emerges through practical action and engagement in social-ecological 

landscapes.

the scientists engage in when faced with a confusing situation. Here the 

main task is not applying knowledge, but generating action. We use the 

which actionable understandings are formed, including routines, tools, 

legal rules, understandings, and the presence of familiar colleagues. 

knowledge and action always come together in the present, in light of an 

uncertain future and a continually replenishing past.

(ii) An epistemology of practice helps to account for the dynamism 

and messiness of practice without excluding it from ideal-typical 

representations of AM. It reframes the focus of AM away from 

(iii) An epistemology of practice has practical implications for 

management (e.g. in articulating management objectives), even if they 

do not necessarily lead to more accurate knowledge about the ecosystem. 

Second, models should be used in management with awareness of their 

particular contingencies and assumptions, and in combination with local 
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target management agency and ecosystem.

Paper IV articulates an alternative to conventional understandings of 

knowledge-action relations, which assume knowledge comes before and 

activity that emerges from the tangible, material interaction of humans with 

 thus opens up for richer accounts 

producing social-ecological relations. To some extent a dialogical approach 

addresses the limitations of hermeneutic and discursive approaches by 

accounting for self-understandings and broader discourses, but focusing on 

how these come together to produce meaning through interactivity in the 

present.  

Paper V: Dwelling in the biosphere: exploring an embodied 
human-environment connection in resilience thinking 

Paper V extends the insights of  to inform current framings 

of key resilience concepts planetary boundaries and reconnecting to the 

Paper I 

to the planetary scale in Paper V 

boundaries represent non-negotiable biophysical realities that humans (as a 

mind and matter, social and ecological—that resilience thinking 
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perspectives and participatory paradigms embraced in the resilience 

environment connection for resilience thinking.

(i) A dwelling perspective highlights that planetary boundaries are 

relational, in that they refer to human experience of dynamic biophysical 

normative commitments evoked in establishing boundaries. Moreover, 

dwelling frames human-environment (re)connection as occurring 

through dynamic, coevolving relations between mind, body and 

environment through time.

of planetary boundaries away from static non-negotiability towards 

relation to diverse contexts and dynamic forms of human-environment 

connection.

(iii) Bringing planetary boundaries and reconnecting to the biosphere 

together with dwelling draws attention to four important topics for 

the ongoing evolution of resilience thinking: exploring the relations 

between components and wholes; clarifying conceptual underpinnings 

(particularly social theory); recognising mental and embodied forms 

of time and temporal processes in human-environment relations and 

sustainability challenges.

Paper V illuminates knowledge-action relationships by building on the 

dialogical perspective articulated in Paper IV to show that knowledge is not 

the contingent, normative and situated aspects of all kinds of knowledge—

including global knowledge. In the paper we use urban weed foraging as an 



45Discussion: why bother with interpretive approaches?

example of human-environment connection that illustrates mental as well 

as embodied connection. While weed foraging serves our purposes in the 

paper, it perhaps belies the grander scope of the planetary boundaries and 

reconnecting concepts. It should therefore be noted that the insights behind 

an embodied connection (social-ecological complexity, interrelatedness of 

knowing and doing, contingency of knowledge) are just as valid—perhaps 

more so—for the world leaders, economists and policy-makers now engaging 

in planetary boundaries and sustainability discourses. An embodied 

support diverse responses to global sustainability challenges.

Discussion: why bother with interpretive 
approaches? 

establish a broadly interpretive perspective on social-ecological systems 

challenges and extends, the precepts of complexity thinking. To this end, the 

promises come in. In this section I propose that interpretive approaches 

generate valuable, useful and novel insights at the frontiers of social-

approaches are essential for sustainability science in both intrinsic and 

instrumental senses.5

5  In this section I refer to ‘interpretive approaches’ in the aggregate form to refer to hermeneutic, discursive and 
dialogical approaches. While each type of approach will have different strengths and weaknesses, the aggregate term is 
used for simplicity’s sake.
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Interpretive approaches generate valuable, useful and 
novel insights at the frontiers of social-ecological systems 
research

Meanings that shape social-ecological relations

Meaning is an intrinsic aspect of social action and is increasingly recognised 

However, the literature has not yet deeply engaged with existing theories and 

approaches for studying meaning, particularly those in the interpretive social 

research by articulating and providing methodological examples of three 

broad interpretive traditions—hermeneutic (where meaning is located in 

the individual mind), discursive (linguistic and symbolic structures) and 

misses out on crucial aspects of the others. Taken collectively, the thesis lays 

the groundwork for studying the interplay between individual and collective 

mental understandings, wider social discourses, and embodied interactions 

and practices in producing meaning and shaping social-ecological relations. 

Holding all three philosophical approaches in creative tension can generate 

exciting new insights for complexity thinking.

relations in particular contexts around the world, and animate the 

enactment and assessment of action-oriented concepts like biosphere 

reserves (Paper II

and adaptive management (Paper I Paper II 

distinct interpretations of the biosphere reserve concept, which profoundly 

 Paper I 
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Paper III 

criteria for successful biodiversity corridors. Paper IV 

that scientists draw upon to produce useful ecological information for 

 

(Paper V  

Social-ecological change and transformation

Social-ecological systems research does not just aim to describe social-

ecological complexity but to guide it along particular trajectories. To this 

end, transformation has emerged as prominent research frontier (Westley 

transformations (and to produce concepts that might stimulate them) it is 

that are able to capture the complex, nonlinear, co-productive processes that 

understanding that humans are inextricably linked with their environment, 

and arbitrary” (Berkes et al. 2003: 3), in practice many theories and methods 
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but they may miss out on the emergent character of change, so it is vital to 

complement them with more holistic approaches.

relational processes. Paper IV 

knowledge and context within an adaptive management project. An 

epistemology of practice appears particularly well placed to inform emerging 

Work on transformative agency emphasises the importance of matching 

strategies to the opportunity context. An epistemology of practice extends 

for stimulating change—such as a focus on doing, an immersion in context, 

Paper IV). Tim 

Paper V

in Paper V 

has the potential to expand understanding of what ‘reconnecting to the 

should be noted that this thesis does not proceed on the assumption that a 

proposed that these interpretive approaches should replace or be necessarily 

respectful pluralism. 

Addressing knowledge, politics and power

Knowledge, politics and power (and associated ideas such as justice and 
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have been put into action, and the empirical exploration of key concepts has 

note, “as soon as researchers become concerned with action, decision-making, 

and change, power can no longer be ignored as it is intimately entwined with 

to be added to academic accounts, but raise deep-seated epistemological 

to be studied, but that they are also integral to the practice of science 

of knowledge, politics and power.

limits of knowledge—opens up for greater consideration of power in making 

broaden the focus from the representations themselves to the practices, 

activities and strategies involved in building and deploying knowledge, 

which begets greater attention to the central roles of value judgments, 

normativity and political negotiation. Indeed, performative approaches 

co-produce and shape social-ecological realities. Paper I highlights that 

Paper II shows that what is considered to be ‘learning for 
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the political, institutional and ecological histories of particular locations. 

Paper III and Paper V highlight the normative assumptions that reside 

may have on distributive, procedural and contextual justice.” Somewhat 

ironically, hermeneutic and dialogical approaches have themselves been 

to highlight power is relative and positional—in an interdisciplinary 

context hermeneutic and dialogical approaches can play important roles in 

science-society relations. 

Building rigour and reflexivity

social science theory and methods, is emerging as an important research 

in prep

from individual to regional to global; to roam between social, ecological, 

technological and political spheres; and to borrow, dip into, and merge 

pioneers, it is increasingly important to develop the skills and competencies 

to appropriately and productively bring together diverse ontologies, 

epistemologies and methods to illuminate social-ecological complexity (Wiek 
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explicitly set out the links between ontology, epistemology and methods, and 

schools. It is a call to be explicit about the onto-epistemic commitments 

innovation. Another contribution of the thesis is to explicitly discuss and 

work with the positionality of the research (and the researcher): is it situated 

like many graduate theses perhaps, it moves between internal and external 

avoid slippage between the theoretical categories used to understand the 

world and the world itself (thus reifying a particular vision of how the world 

works), and places the researcher in a good position to continually improve 

research with greater, more transformational academic and societal impact. 

Introducing valuable methods 

been at the forefront of methodological innovation to capture complexity 

capture the intrinsically coevolutionary and emergent processes that are 

thought to generate social-ecological change. Moreover, given the growing 

focus in sustainability science on initiating transformation, an important 

as they attempt to bring knowledge and action together to actively shape 
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explanation—that is, explanation that builds from the purposes, conceptual 

shapes, and form of phenomena.” Bringing these together with (post-) 

means to shed light on complexity.

A key contribution of this thesis is to (re)introduce several methods 

interpretation and meaning. Paper I employs in-depth interviews with a 

well suited for illuminating the practices, strategies and challenges of 

those tasked with putting knowledge into action. Paper III 

appears particularly promising as a way to make underlying understandings, 

meanings and expectations explicit at the start of participatory 

interventions, such as resilience assessment, adaptive management or 

itself. Paper V employs critical interpretive analysis to explore the embedded 

a means of navigating diverse ontological and epistemological commitments 

in sustainability science and stimulating further theory development. Paper 

II uses interpretive interview analysis as part of an on-going research project 

that also employs empiricist survey methods. While earlier surveys revealed 

the presence of general trends in the relationship between participation and 

learning in biosphere reserves, the interpretive analysis in Paper II reveals the 
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bringing empiricist and interpretive approaches together.

Interpretive approaches are essential for sustainability 
science in intrinsic and instrumental senses

Knowledge-action and science-society relationships

closely explore how scientists produce useful knowledge in society, and how 

understanding of what actually happens at the science-society interface.

close empirical studies of applied scientists as they attempt to construct 

useful knowledge for society, and (b) introducing interpretive theories 

that help understand how knowledge and action, and science and society, 

interrelate in practice. Paper I highlights that the methodological choices in 

building a useful monitoring programme for AM are integrally informed by 

political, normative 

constructing knowledge, 

Likewise, Paper III

and action in the context of sustainability are subjective and objective at the 

same time. Paper IV and Paper V are particularly useful in understanding 

the science-society interface because they challenge one of the most implicit 
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and deeply-held assumptions of many practising scientists—the idea that 

Paper IV

thesis highlights the complex, coproductive relationships between knowing 

knowledge remains important, the manner in which knowledge is produced 

 

More useful and effective sustainability interventions

Interpretive approaches are, then, well positioned to stimulate intrinsically 

valuable insights into the sustainability science-society interface. Yet because 

sustainability science is normatively committed to creating positive social-

ecological change in the world, the instrumental worth of interpretive 

is anathema to many interpretive and critical researchers, who see their role 

challenge the reduction of human life to forms of instrumental control, 

whether that be in social relations themselves or in the attempt to research 

“immediate solutions to the pressing environmental challenges of the day,” 

appears to erect unnecessary barriers between instrumentalist solutions and 

interpretive (and critical) research concerned with the real-life dilemmas 
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and scientists to open up new ways of enacting (not simply reasoning about) 

human-environment relations (Latour 2004).

Paper 

III

might call it, “the realm of the possible” about what counts as a successful 

biodiversity corridor, the paper also expands what might be considered as 

to include deliberative governance processes to facilitate debate between 

Paper I and Paper IV examine the 

understanding. But greater clarity about how knowledge is produced 

enhancing the capacity of scientists to translate between competing social 

logics, immersing scientists in the practice context, and ensuring the use of 

must try to demonstrate practical value in return. 

Co-design and co-production in Future Earth

and instrumentally useful, we are now better able to see how interpretive 

research is an essential component of sustainability science, and the 
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integration of research and the involvement of societal partners” around a 

contains both analytic and practical meanings. In an analytic sense co-

production emerged from Science and Technology Studies and refers to the 

“co-evolvement and co-shaping of knowledge and social order,” whereas in 

science policy makers—on the role of science in global sustainability.” 

Drawing on the analytic component of co-production, interpretive research 

provides the tools to highlight the values, ethics and assumptions embedded 

Paper V

the “practical politics” of knowledge integration. But there is relatively little 

advice on or understanding of how the practical politics of integration 

and Miller 2003). Indeed, much of this expertise is tacit and embodied. 

Interpretive research can help here by providing in-depth studies of 

and fail in bringing co-production processes to satisfying conclusions. In 
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this thesis Paper I and Paper IV provide in-depth cases of how scientists go 

are precisely the kinds of phenomena that interpretive research—which 

instance, Paper IV explores how particular kinds of knowledge are used in 

practice. Interpretive research can thus play a crucial role in assessing the 

 

More robust forms of justification for transdisciplinary sustainability science 

issues in sustainability science: how to justify inter-, trans- and multi-

disciplinary knowledge directed at societal transformation, in a context of 

some pointers in how we might approach it. In exceptionally simplistic 

terms, constructivist accounts of knowledge have, over the past few decades, 

the complexity sciences have, coming from the other direction, loosened 

positivist claims on complete and certain knowledge (and associated ideals 

of prediction and control) by highlighting the intrinsic material complexity 

compounded by developments in the public realm, where there appears to 

a transdisciplinary sustainability science that acknowledges uncertainty 

and complexity as well as the constitutive roles of value, normativity and 

tacit experience in its outputs: does it try to cover up these contingencies, 

acknowledging them in private whilst hiding them in public under claims 
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as “strategic essentialism”—the strategic reduction of complexity to achieve a 

greater good—provided it is done consciously and carefully. In broad terms, 

however, this thesis supports the latter strategy, in the belief that accounting 

of science, and the structures in place for rigorous dispute and contestation 

of knowledge claims—with all the messiness and politics that entails (Latour 

contribute (e.g. positivist constructivist research). As regards the 

individual researcher, this means greater attention to methodology and the 

links between epistemology, ontology, method, and social engagement and 

to enhancing this aspect of sustainability science because of an inbuilt 

oriented” research potentially prioritises outputs and impact at the expense 

of process. While this might appear desirable in the context of urgent 

while the world collapses, we should focus on solutions—the argument 

means of producing knowledge inherently shape the types of sustainability 

we enact—so it is precisely of our desire to provide solutions that we 

have to also pay attention to philosophical onto-epistemic issues that shape 

work and build public trust in sustainability science.
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Conclusions and future directions

In this thesis I have explored social-ecological complexity through the lens of 

interpretation, experience and meaning. I have explored what happens when 

(

Paper V). To this end, I have employed three 

strands, and their attendant methods, may illuminate distinct dimensions 

that interpretive approaches can generate valuable, useful and novel insights 

science. In particular, I have shown that interpretive approaches can 

knowledge, politics and power.

the social and natural sciences with the humanities, in recognition of the 

arbitrary division between social and natural systems (Berkes et al. 2003). 

to the role of interpretation and meaning in shaping social-ecological 

are commensurate with complexity perspectives and ecological research 

(see, for instance, the recent special issue of 

the same time, interpretive social science and the humanities have become 
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science, global environmental change and earth systems science communities 

many programmatic articles and broad calls for engagement, there has been 

relatively little concrete work done at this nexus that demonstrates practical 

of interpretive approaches to social-ecological complexity, and the kinds of 

contributions interpretive research can make.

challenges of bringing interpretive research to bear on social-ecological 

complextity will not be simply theoretical, academic problems—they will 

draw together the humanities, social and natural sciences to develop a new 

kind of transdisciplinary science that will stimulate global transformations 

by making a similarly grand claim: interpretive approaches are an essential 

ingredient in building this new science and in changing the world for the 

better. Meaning is a central component of human experience and social 

we want to change the world we need to address the way that we generate 

includes interrogating the practices and processes through which we produce 

knowledge; the values and assumptions that underpin them; the ways in 

which our knowledge is interpreted, used and enacted by target groups; and 

Several immediate opportunities present themselves. To realise a new, 

transdisciplinary science, researchers need to be able to bridge multiple 

knowledge domains and navigate the relationships between worldview, 

methods, communication and practical impact. A valuable next step is 

highlighting the range of possible starting points for researchers, the possible 

will enhance innovation and collaboration. To change the world, researchers 
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Interpretive research can provide in-depth studies of attempts to bring 

knowledge and action together for transformation. A valuable next step is 

to apply practice theory to transformation projects and networks to see how 

will explore the meanings, interpretations and motivations behind social-

ecological stewardship as a proposed vehicle for pursuing transformation. In 

engage with the whole human—in all its complexities and contradictions. 

Postscript: the research journey

It is considered good ethical practice in the social and human sciences to 

research and sustainability science, with an added emphasis on ‘the research 

Articulating the research journey is therefore not only ethically sound, but 

way to share lessons learned, build competencies and skills for sustainability 

research, and to develop epistemological agility.

The emergent thesis
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focus on stakeholder participation and social learning in ecosystem 

methods that interested me. I began by reading (a lot), and discovered that 

knowledge. It struck me that this was a research frontier that I might be 

assumptions. It was unclear to me how any of these might connect in a 

meaningful way with social-ecological complexity, given that I was also 

and chose to focus my research on two biosphere reserves on the edge of 

(Melbourne). I was further intrigued by the way that each biosphere reserve 

of social-ecological connectivity. So in spite of my general confusion, I had 

managed to identify an empirical focus and a topic of interest—but I was 

and learning, including cognitive mapping, causal loop diagrams and social 

my interest—I felt that I intuitively grasped what this method was ‘getting 

paper.

intending to conduct a cross-case analysis of learning in biodiversity corridor 
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along the Green Point shorefront, this changed. He told me that work had 

only just started on my target corridor project, and so it was too early for me 

Paper III

I did by speaking to the few contacts I had, identifying likely candidates 

with the value of a comparative Australian study now less clear. 

biodiversity corridors I had become interested in adaptive management, 

the Western Port biosphere reserve (Paper II). Second, I followed a team of 

national park (Paper IV

a single person responsible for a regional adaptive management monitoring 

programme (Paper I

management, co-written seven years earlier with a number of people 

adaptive management programme in a public agency. I met June to discuss 

the possibility of reigniting the paper and using her practical experience to 



64

It was only through these processes of improvisation that it became clear 

interpretation and meaning—that this was how my mind engaged with the 

world—only this time it was not the interpretation of texts but of human 

action. Moreover, it became clear that power and politics are important 

in my research, but are addressed primarily through the lens of meaning 

and interpretation rather than being an explicit focus in themselves. In 

retrospect it seems clear that the strengths of a humanities student might be 

played a provisional, contingent role in my research journey, rather than the 

evolved or completely transformed as I was exposed to more of the empirical 

context. Perhaps a more steady presence in my overall research journey was 

other sustainability science students do lead me to believe that mine is a 

common trajectory, and may have broad resonance.

Ethical and responsible interdisciplinary practice

As may be apparent from the research journey outlined above, this thesis was 

a collaborative endeavour emerging out of relationships with many other 

however, less emphasis on the necessity of adhering to similar standards with 

in a collaborative interdisciplinary setting, because the individual researcher 

understandings about producing knowledge, the role of the researcher and 
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creativity and generating ideas about pressing societal issues generates an 

intricate interplay between the personal, the professional and the political. 

Greater attention is needed here in order to build capacity to engage in truly 

interdisciplinary sustainability science.

students to navigate this complex landscape in a responsible manner is 

contested (Haider et al. in prep). It is not the place of this thesis to enter 

generally constructivist understandings of knowledge in the humanities mean 

truth and falsity. Although I make no claim to be an expert in navigating 

to do interpretive (and sometimes critical) research in an interdisciplinary 

environment in an ethical and responsible manner. It should be noted that 

even if all of these principles are followed, the young interdisciplinarian will 

still face dilemmas, will still have to navigate uncomfortable politics, and will 

 

Solidarity

I engaged with colleagues (whether in papers, discussions or meetings) 
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and research participants from a position of solidarity. All of us are trying 

our best to address environmental challenges and progress knowledge in 

contributing to this—not a rejection of other approaches or to be set in 

opposition to them, but to be placed alongside in a manner that enriches 

activities of practitioners or communities.  

Relationality 

A position of solidarity draws attention to the collaborative, collective and 

process of exploration that needs to be nurtured and attended to helped 

common. Moreover, an understanding of research as intrinsically relational 

relationships and engaging in productive collaboration.  

Humility

I attempted to practice onto-epistemic humility and tolerance in both 

collaborative relationships and in research outputs. Humility entails 

(most of all their own), critical research can sometimes give the vibe that 

interdisciplinary collaboration. Tolerance entails acceptance of those you 

do not necessarily agree with or understand. I do not use tolerance to refer 

to a passive acceptance, but an active engagement and willingness to be 
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convinced and have your own perspective changed in the process. Building 

 

Rigour

A crucial aspect of becoming a responsible and ethical interdisciplinary 

(in prep) note that the breadth and scope of interdisciplinary sustainability 

research risks landing the graduate student without a strong methodological 

epistemology and method in a coherent research design, and being able 

my research journey I developed a deep understanding of two approaches 

strong methodological base is not only academically important but ethically 

and respectful way, (b) use this data appropriately in interdisciplinary 

collaboration. 

Habits of an interdisciplinary interpretive researcher

interdisciplinary awareness, I conclude by listing a few interpretive habits of 

mind—to enable the reader to spot us more easily.
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 (b) Interpretive researchers attempt to identify the concepts that people 

 (c) Interpretive researchers assume that there will be multiple legitimate 

perspectives and experiences of a particular phenomenon.

 (d) Interpretive researchers think about perspectives less in terms of 

will illuminate some aspects of a phenomenon and leave others in the 

dark.

 (e) Interpretive researchers will try to identify the assumptions within a 

perspective—what normative commitments does it rely on?

employed to do particular things in the world, and explore how concepts 

 (g) Interpretive researchers resist the urge to excessively narrow down or 

instead prepare for and embrace the possibility of surprise (Wagenaar 

 (h) Interpretive researchers try to let perspectives speak on their own 

terms—and resist the urge to judge or evaluate too soon.

 (i) If interpretive researchers disagree with something, they ask in what 

what context might it make sense?
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