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Abstract 

This dissertation aims to explore the ways in which values and decision-making processes are 

negotiated by communities when multiple risks are present. Specifically the no-regrets framework 

is reviewed as a flexible option in an uncertain climate. This study draws upon research in three 

villages in the Ba Watershed, Fiji (Navala, Votua and iTautoko). The results and discussion are 

based on insights from talanoa sessions, local people’s journal entries and my own observations. 

Findings suggest that there is a process of negotiating between various perceived risks, and 

prioritising action based on what is deemed the most significant risk at the time. 

The no-regrets framework is considered to be a potential adaptation framework that could 

be useful in weighing up the trade-offs between risks. However, it is argued in this dissertation 

that there are limitations when there is a high level of uncertainty in relation to climate change, 

and that this is exacerbated when multiple risks are present, as is the case in Fiji where risks include 

both cyclones and flooding. 
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Glossary 

Bure: A traditional Fijian housing structure 

Sevusevu: Fijian word for gift or token of respect presented upon 

 arrival in a Fijian village  

Talanoa: Fijian word for an informal conversation and story-

 telling 

Turaga-ni-koro: Fijian word for an elected village leader 

Turaga-ni-yavusa: Fijian word for a traditional chief 

Yavusa: Fijian word for a tribe 
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Introduction 

The warning reached us late. We were told that it came around 7-8pm but it came  around 

 5 o’clock. I was not prepared well as the wind struck. I was trying to take my family to  

 the evacuation centre and then later our beddings, clothes, food and other stuff that are  

 needed. This was the first time for me and my family to experience this kind of 

 cyclone and luckily no life was taken away. The next morning when we saw the damage 

 Winston had left we did not believe it. (Journal entry, Votua, 2016).  

Climate change impacts are increasingly visible at global, regional and local levels, and the 

context of adaptation is frequently under pressure of multiple risks. This is particularly true for 

island nations in the South Pacific. In Fiji, in recent years there have been increasingly frequent 

and destructive floods and cyclones. 

The aim of this dissertation is to explore the ways in which multiple risk factors impact on 

decision-making at the community level.  To do this, I will be considering foundational decision-

making processes, and what role these processes play in community-based adaptation in 

development initiatives.  I will be reviewing the no-regrets framework, drawing on research 

conducted in three communities in Fiji, Navala, Votua and iTautoko (the latter being a resettled 

community connected with Votua) to consider how the no-regrets framework may be employed in 

communities when there are multiple risk factors present. The questions that I will be considering 

throughout this dissertation are as follows: firstly, what are the perceived risks for those living in 

communities that are subject to climate change impacts as seen in Navala, Votua and iTautoko? 

From there, I will be considering how these perceived risks shape the prioritising of factors in 
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decision-making. My third question is, what are the strategies for decision-making when multiple 

risk factors are present? Finally, I will explore the applicability of the no-regrets framework and 

how this framework can be understood in the context of Fiji, and whether or not it is an appropriate 

method to employ when multiple risks are present. 

To this end, I will firstly review literature in relation to value creation and discuss how 

values impact decision-making and how these are influenced by perceived risks. I will then 

consider these aspects in light of adaptation frameworks, concluding this section with a discussion 

on the no-regrets framework. The remaining part of my dissertation will provide an ethnographic 

description of the methods that we employed while in Fiji, and sheds light upon the data we 

collected.  To conclude, I draw upon the conversations I had with people in Fiji, and hope to do 

justice to the knowledge and information that people so graciously shared with me, consider these 

in light of the no-regrets framework, and analyse the challenges and potential for this framework 

in a multiple-risk setting such as Fiji. 
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Positionality 

An explanation 

I have decided to place my positionality at the beginning of this dissertation because I believe that 

it colours every aspect of this dissertation.  The way that I have formed questions, the selection of 

readings I drew upon, the research I was a part of and the way I have interpreted the data have all 

been influenced by my perceptions, biases and life experiences. 

My particular positionality 

I am a 27-year old white woman.  I was brought up in the United Kingdom and moved to New 

Zealand at the age of ten, later gaining dual citizenship.  I moved around frequently as a child and 

have been exposed to various cultures and communities over my years. My undergraduate degree 

is in social psychology and anthropology.  This background shapes how I understand the world, 

the questions I ask and the way that I see things. Specifically, I am aware that I come from a 

privileged position, I am aware that there is a myriad of competing and complementary values and 

ways of seeing and understanding the world in different communities. I am explicitly aware that I 

have a lot to learn from others, and from the differences that exist in the world. It is this foundation 

that I have brought into my understanding and participation in development studies at the 

University of Auckland, and thus, the lens I bring to my critiques in this dissertation.  

I wrote my honours dissertation in 2012 on participation and holistic development, and this 

has undoubtedly shaped my preference for this master’s dissertation. My interests in participatory 

and community led development stemmed from that research, and impacted how I shaped the 
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initial thinking around this piece. Furthermore I have a tendency towards initiatives that have a 

foundation of community level engagement and have a strong personal preference towards the sort 

of research and initiatives that stem from within a community. 

For the purposes of this research, it is important that I acknowledge that I am an outsider.  

This manifests itself in many ways - I do not speak Fijian, or any of the dialects spoken in the 

villages we spent time in. I had never been to a Pacific Island before. When considering the context 

of Fiji I had only read about specific Fijian protocols and expectations from the comfort of my 

own armchair, and practiced the significant kava ceremony on the floor of an Auckland University 

tearoom. Moreover, as a student I have not spent much time in the field conducting research. While 

I have studied research methods, and through my previous experience have gained some skill in 

community-based research (including running focus groups, interviews and participant 

observation), I am still a novice researcher at best. This means that I may have failed to pick up on 

some of the communication cues in conversations in Fiji, and the way in which I employed 

methods may have at times limited the data I was able to collect, when compared with an 

experienced researcher. What’s more, prior to this year, I had not considered climate change 

adaptation as a topic; therefore, this was a new field of study for me, and subsequently I may have 

missed some significant literature within the climate change adaptation discourse.  

My positionality is what implicitly, and at times explicitly, shapes and influences the way 

in which I have planned and conducted my research, interpreted my findings, and the way in which 

I have approached the following writing. 



Towards an uncertain future with no-regrets: Community decision-making in the face of multiple risks in Fiji 

Joanne Wieland ID#4678193 page 5 of 71 

Literature review 

The purpose of this section is to provide both a theoretical foundation for this study, and to explore 

the current discourses around climate change adaptation. I have focused this literature review 

around decision-making and values, community-based initiatives to adaptation, and reviews of the 

no-regrets framework. While searching for appropriate literature, I drew upon a number of 

different fields of study including development studies, anthropology, psychology, and geography. 

The foundation of values and decision-making frameworks 

The process of decision-making involves a complex mix of conflicting factors, multiple 

relationships, priorities, and requires a great deal of flexibility. We increasingly look toward 

decision-making frameworks to better understand our potential options in climate change 

adaptation. 

When considering the importance of value in decision-making it is helpful to first review 

the process of value creation.  To do this, I have drawn upon foundational theorist Abraham 

Maslow whose body of work remains a prominent starting point in understanding issues in value 

creation and decision-making in social psychology and other related fields. 

Maslow proposed his theory the “hierarchy of needs” when researching the motivations 

involved in the creation and durability of values and worldviews.  He argued that there are five 

levels of needs, and each level must be acknowledged and worked through before progressing to 

the next stage.  These five needs are: biological and physiological needs, safety needs, 

belongingness and love, esteem, and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1970, p. 35-47).  At each of these 
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levels there are certain factors that contribute to that level being achieved or not. The figure below 

shows Maslow's hierarchy of needs and examples of factors that may contribute to the needs at 

each level being met. 

Figure 1 an explanation of the factors involved in Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (adapted from 

Maslow, 1970 p.35-50). 

 

The first two tiers of the hierarchy of needs cover physiological needs and safety needs.  Both of 

these are considered to be the basic needs of life, without which one cannot progress to 

psychological needs (tiers three and four) and eventually the self-fulfilment needs (final tier). The 

foundation tiers are the most relevant for the purposes of this research. Physiological needs include 

what are considered basic life requirements such as sustenance, water, food, and shelter. Once 

these needs have been met, Maslow (1970) argues that humans then progress to the next level of 
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“safety”, where needs around security, stability, and freedom from fear can be considered and 

addressed.  

O’Brien and Wolf (2010) draw upon the hierarchy of needs theory.  They state that Maslow 

argues that although one progresses through the levels, when someone is faced with the "threat of 

chaos", be it a disaster or disruption to one’s normal life, that this will lead to a regression in the 

hierarchy of needs down to the “basic needs” of physiological and safety needs.  Therefore in the 

context of a disaster those who were functioning at a higher level in everyday life may regress 

down to the foundational stages of psychological or safety needs (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p.237).  

Maslow stated that one’s needs will change over time as one progresses or regresses 

through the levels, thus arguing that values are dynamic factors that shift with this reprioritising 

of present needs.  When considering decision-making processes in development initiatives this 

flexibility and fluidity is important to take note of. It is with the acknowledgement of the role of 

flexibility in values and the fluidity in the perception of prioritised needs that I continue with 

throughout this research. 

While Maslow focused on meeting needs as a vital factor in decision-making, Schwartz 

built upon that theory by exploring values and how they affect a person’s motivation to meet those 

needs. Schwartz describes values as entities that are “guiding principles in people’s lives” 

(Schwartz & Sagiv, 1995, p.93).  Values can conflict with one another, both between persons and 

within individuals.  Due to this there is a constant reprioritising and negotiating of how values are 

worked out in the form of perceptions, preferences, and actions. 

The situation is further complicated when we consider a community-level discussion in 

which there are multiple actors and opinions at play.  The important questions therefore become 
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'how can individuals and communities make decisions when the potential outcomes are unknown?  

What does this mean for climate change adaptation where some predictions can be made, but we 

simply do not know exactly what will eventuate?'  There is a growing need to factor “uncertainty” 

into decision-making frameworks to deal with these questions. This requires frameworks that are 

flexible, that take values into consideration, that can allow for variations in outcome and situation, 

and that do not require absolute certainty before a decision can be reached. The ability to account 

for uncertainty, changing values and flexibility is where the no-regrets framework arguably has 

potential to accommodate to these barriers (Barnett, 2001; Campbell, 2014; Heltberg et al., 2009; 

Wilby, & Dessai, 2010). 

The creation of values and worldviews 

"Values serve as standards or criteria to guide not only action but also judgement, choice, attitude, 

evaluation, argument, exhortation, rationalisation, and, one might add, attribution of causality" 

(O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p. 233). Values and worldviews are intrinsically linked.  Both factors play 

a role in shaping decision-making, both can shift over time, and each can influence the other. They 

are fluid entities that will adapt as knowledge and experience is gained, as situations change or 

when new factors are introduced. Values and worldviews are not universal, but are situated within 

specific cultural and personal identity.  This may lead to conflicts where contradictory value 

systems are at play within the same context. When considering community decision-making it is 

important to recognise that different values and worldviews may be present, therefore different 

needs need to be acknowledged and navigated.  

Values can be context-specific, and some values may be invisible until a specific situation 

arises. For example, people may not be aware of their implicit values until there is a counter-value 
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present, which makes them acknowledge their own preferences and positionality. Moreover the 

values that a person holds and employs shape how that person perceives risk.  Risk perception is 

situated within worldviews and value systems. In turn, a person's risk perception can affect 

perceptions of vulnerability and adaptation (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p.236-237). These elements 

of value construction have consequences when considering climate change adaptation techniques. 

O’Brien (2009) categorises three types of “worldviews” in relation to the priority places 

on values in climate change adaptation.  All three of these types of worldviews could be present 

in any one community, and therefore it is imperative that communication, collaboration and 

negotiation takes place to find a solution that respects each of these competing views.  Each 

worldview type emphasises particular characteristic values. The traditional worldview focuses on 

belongingness, group identity and local knowledge. On the other hand, the modern worldview is 

seen as being more concerned with reducing climate threats, eco-modernisation, and technology-

based initiatives for climate change adaptation. Finally, the postmodern worldview prioritises 

wellbeing, justice, and strategies that focus on those who are marginalised by society. There is a 

great deal of potential for value conflicts when considering climate change options because each 

of these types of worldview have different priorities to weigh up (O’Brien, 2009, p.170). This is a 

simplistic way to approach the understanding of worldviews, and although there may be some 

weight in this categorisation as a starting point, given the fluidity of values it is important to note 

that worldviews go beyond these simplistic categorisations.  

In order to truly understand adaptive techniques, and decision-making, O’Brien (2009) 

calls for deeper research and exploration of understanding into the relationship between values and 

climate change, particularly in relation to psychological dimensions of adaptation such as place, 

identity and perception. These dimensions are of heightened importance to indigenous 
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communities, and to many who live in the Pacific (Adger et al., 2011, 2013; O’Brien & Wolf, 

2010; Campbell, 2009).  The parallel dimensions of identity and place are crucial aspects to 

consider, despite them being a challenge to measure. This is of particular note in relation to 

resettlement as a climate change adaptation strategy.  

O’Brien (2009) discusses at length the flexibility of values and worldviews, and attributes 

part of a person's navigation through values to their relationship with knowledge and power.  

Values may change over time due to a shift in self-conceptions, or a growing awareness of one's 

own biases (O’Brien, 2009, p.169).  Values may also change on a broader level of societal and 

community influences. It is interesting to note that although priorities in values may shift over 

time, it is unlikely that a value will disappear completely, and it may be that that a value only 

becomes present in certain settings or specific contexts. 

Values in development and decision-making 

Wise et al. (2014) discuss the concept of “pathways thinking” and the decision-making cycle.  

They argue that there are five aspects of climate change that are worth considering in relation to 

the potential adaptation of a community.  The first aspect for consideration is that adaptation 

options are set within a particular cultural, political and economic point in time, therefore 

adaptation is only seen as “part of a range of societal responses to change” (p.332).  Secondly, 

these changes work across different sectors, and therefore have impact on different parts of society.  

Responses, therefore, need to be coordinated across these different areas in order to limit potential 

disconnect and tension within a community.  The third aspect for consideration is that some factors 

can be seen as reinforcing pre-existing systematic dependency (for example a historical 

dependency) which can be a challenge for communities to see and acknowledge, and even more 
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challenging to change.  Wise et al. argue that the fourth aspect; climate change itself is a challenge, 

and the systems involved in adaptation can further complicate the process for adaptation. Finally 

societal processes, including community decision-making are influenced by the values and 

worldviews of a particular culture, by the way in which these values shape their society and by the 

rules at play. Consequently, it is vital that the relationship between values and processes are 

acknowledged and understood when considering climate change adaptation options (Wise et al., 

2014, p.332). 

Beyond cost-benefit analysis to the value-based approach 

When considering development initiatives, a key factor in deciding between the courses of action 

is weighing up the options through using an economic cost-benefit analysis. Although this aspect 

is of course important, it is also vital that economic outcomes are not the only consideration 

“Modern worldviews may prioritise adaptations that reduce climatic threats to economic 

modernisation and growth through, for example, rational, scientifically based technological 

adaptations based on cost–benefit analyses and quantified scenarios of future climate change” 

(O’Brien, 2009, p.170). Over the past few years, climate change adaptation analysis frameworks 

have sought to include additional factors to the purely economic cost-benefit ones in the evaluation 

process.  Increasingly, subjective factors such as importance of place, cultural identity, and varying 

values are being included in the decision-making process (Adger et al., 2009a, 2011, 2013; 

O’Brien, 2009; O’Brien & Wolf, 2010). “Value-based approaches” attempt to take these subjective 

components into consideration. 

O’Brien (2009) advocates for a value-based approach, that attempts to provide for the 

different values and worldviews that may be present at any one time and takes these different 
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values in to account when making suggestions for climate change adaptation. Furthermore, in a 

values based approach there is the acknowledgement that while values and worldviews will shape 

climate change adaptation options, that climate change adaptation options can, in turn, shape the 

values that people and communities hold (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p.235). 

O’Brien and Wolf (2010) argue that it is important to look beyond the purely economic 

factors of adaptation to a “value based approach” which takes into consideration the “subjective, 

interior world” (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p.233). This approach stems from Sen’s theory on 

capabilities and freedoms (Sen, 2000), and incorporates psychological theory around decision-

making, specifically the work of Maslow and Schwartz.  O'Brien and Wolf also discuss the 

importance of considering the meaning of climate change for various groups posing questions 

around the effect that climate change and climate change adaptation has on individuals or 

communities, but also what subjective impacts these actions have on values and meaning.  This 

leads to further questions around agency and politics in the realm of decision-making, specifically 

questions about whose “values” are being prioritised or even given the space to be voiced.  The 

questions expand further to the global level, addressing foundational standpoints on “why climate 

change matters, to whom, who wins, who loses, and whose values count” (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, 

p.235). 

Adger et al. (2009) comment on the ethics involved in climate change and hold that we 

must take into account the subjective impacts in climate change and adaptation rather than focusing 

purely on those that can be tangibly measured.  They state, “by undervaluing culture and place we 

are ignoring certain limits to adaptation, which whilst subjective are real for those experiencing 

them" (2009, p.348).  Although there are challenges in considering and measuring the more 

subjective factors in adaptation, it is vital that these factors are included to give a broader picture 
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of the effects of any given initiative.  By using the value-based approach, communities are able to 

acknowledge these impacts and take them into consideration for action.  Climate change and the 

associated adaptations chosen will play a part in shaping the identity of individuals and 

communities.  It is therefore important to understand the role that values play in decision-making, 

both at the individual, household level, at the broader community level and beyond. 

Community-based adaptation frameworks  

Community-based adaptation is another framework that can be useful when considering the role 

of values in climate change adaptation strategies.  As the name suggests, this approach focuses on 

community-level initiatives, which seek to give voice to multiple actors in adaptation.  Since the 

writings of Robert Chambers (see Chambers, 1983) there has been a strong drive to adopt 

participatory approaches and improve on Chamber’s theories in development, to the extent that 

participatory approaches are now seen as ‘best practice’ to ensure community engagement.  

The focus of the community-based adaption approach is building the capacity and resilience of a 

community.  The approach aims to encourage the strengthening of communities in the long-term; 

be it against climate change impacts, or in general.  To this end, it is suggested to pull together 

knowledge from both local people and external sources.  Community-based adaptation approaches 

aim to provide a platform where this can occur, “whereby local and external scientific knowledge 

on climate change and adaptation complement other through a process of knowledge sharing 

between communities, scientists, and development workers” (Dumaru, 2010, p.752).  Dumaru 

(2010) argues that the combination of these two knowledge pools enables action to be taken at 

both the reactive and anticipatory level. 
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Combining Climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction 

frameworks 

The literature review thus far focused on values and the impact of values in decision-making. It is 

with this foundation knowledge that the review now turns to climate change adaptation strategies, 

and the ways in which these strategies are shaped in any given context. 

Climate change adaptation - CCA 

A commonly accepted definition of climate change adaptation is as follows: “Those actions or 

activities that people, individually or in groups take in order to accommodate, cope with or benefit 

from the effects of climate change” (De Wet, 1999, p.v in Barnett, 2001, p.980).  The following 

discussion is based on the definition above. 

Building on from community-based initiatives, climate change adaptation seeks to value 

and respect indigenous knowledge (see McNamara and Prasad, 2013). This could include 

supporting and valuing indigenous knowledge around people’s experience and perception of 

climate change. This may be shown through evaluating weather patterns, for example. This 

requires knowledge of weather patterns as well as the ability to observe the subtle changes in the 

weather that indicate a flood or cyclone may be approaching (see, for example, Molina and Neef, 

2016, for the case of the Agta indigenous people in the Philippines). This ability to discern these 

subtleties comes from knowing the context, place, cultural significance and surroundings in a deep 

way and in a way in which external persons may not be able to contribute in the same manner.  

Beyond recognising indigenous knowledge as a vital part of adaptation, this needs to go a step 
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further to ensure that indigenous peoples are involved in the planning of new initiatives, and as 

actors at the decision-making level. 

“There were slight changes in weather patters, decreasing the number of catch from the 

 fishing grounds. The changes in tides were also strange. When it was supposed to be high 

 tide it was low and vice-versa. The weather was also extremely hot in the weeks before 

 the cyclone. There were just some of the observations I made before it all made sense 

 after the cyclone” (Journal entry, Votua, 2016).  

Adger et al. (2011) discuss the cultural and social impacts of climate change and climate 

change adaptation. They specifically highlight the importance of place particularly in the context 

of the Pacific.  Place and identity are intrinsically linked.  Unfortunately current mainstream 

climate change policy does not fully take the significance of place, or more broadly, cultural 

significance into consideration.  Adger et al. (2011) call on people to deeply consider the symbolic 

aspects of resettlement, particularly when there is the threat of losing a place of significance 

forever.  In their discussion we can see that the values of a community and values of cultural 

significance are an important factor to consider in decision-making.  Resettlement is increasingly 

seen as a solution to climate change risks in current climate change discourse. However there are 

questions around “place attachment”, the potential loss of place, and the resulting impacts for 

communities and identities.  For example those who have been farmers for many generations may 

no longer be able to practice this economic activity if they are moved to a new area where there is 

a lack of available space, or suitable soil for farming. Another example is the movement away 

from the riverbed for those who rely on fishing to feed their families and derive an income, which 

creates a disconnect between how an individual and indeed a community associate their livelihoods 

with their identity.  These examples of resettlement and the resulting subjective impacts are an 
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example of how climate change adaptation is shaping identity, particularly identities of people 

with indigenous heritage.  Impacts of resettlement may also have an impact on firstly, perceptions 

of culture, and broader implications for identity, both at the individual and community level, in 

how people view themselves, and secondly, how that identity is perceived from the “outside” 

(Adger et al., 2013). 

DRR and CCA – what are the similarities and challenges in a combined 

approach? 

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) have many similarities to 

the extent that scholars are increasingly calling for a combined approach that merges these two 

frameworks. However it should be asked what the similarities and challenges that lie within a 

collaborative approach are, and is this the way forward for development initiatives? 
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Figure 2 the similarities and differences between disaster risk reduction and climate change 

adaptation. Figure altered from Gero et al., 2011a, p.312). 

 

 

 

Gero et al., (2011a and 2011b) call for a combination of DRR and CCA because both 

models fundamentally seek the same goal, that of building resilience and reducing vulnerability. 

Furthermore, as seen in Figure 2 above, although DRR and CCA have different focuses, there is 

potential that these approaches could be combined in a complementary model in relation to climate 

change disaster initiatives.). In order to have a “best practice” model, they highlight four elements 

that need to be prioritised. Firstly, they see the importance and potential positives that would come 

from a holistic, multi-faceted approach that brings together all sectors and stakeholders. Secondly, 

this collaborative approach could facilitate sharing skills, experience, knowledge and cost.  
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Thirdly, integral to a collaborative approach would be the value of local knowledge and genuine 

community participation at all levels (decision-making through to implementation).  The fourth 

element is one of concern.  Gero et al. argue that the fragmentation of policy between the local and 

global levels can act as a major barrier to sustainable development.  It is hoped that by combining 

DRR and CCA this barrier could be weakened, and communication between the different levels 

could take place, be negotiated and be strengthened.  The disconnect between levels raises the 

question of how can this gap can be bridged to allow space for collaborative decision-making and 

adaptation to be discussed, and implemented in a meaningful way, bringing together actors, 

subjective factors and policy at the local and global level (Adger et al., 2011, 2012; Gero et al., 

2011a, 2011b). 

Gero et al. (2011a) further highlight that agency is an important aspect to consider 

specifically in the Pacific context because of the traditional hierarchies and relationships that are 

at play in these contexts as well as the level and speed at which climate change is both experienced, 

and expected to impact on risk communities (Gero et al., 2011a, p. 317).  The role of agency is 

further complicated by the expected increase in “outsiders” researching, monitoring or 

participating in climate change adaptation initiatives.  There is expected to be an influx of new 

agents (for example new NGOs, or government officials who interact with the community) and 

there may be some ignorance of pre-existing relationships, culturally significant structures and 

governance.  This may impact negatively on the success of collaboration (Gero et al., 2011a and 

2011b). 

Mercer (2010) also argues for a combination of disaster risk reduction and climate change 

adaptation, and states that the similarities far outweigh the differences.  She argues for a more 

holistic approach to sustainable development, where strengths from both frameworks can be 
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brought together.  In particular, she comments that CCA traditionally focuses on the global policy 

level which has led to a tendency for disconnect with the realities on the ground, at the local level 

where the initiative has taken place.  DRR on the other hand has traditionally focused on the 

community level of intervention.  Mercer (2010), comments on the use of the “process framework” 

which brings together indigenous knowledge and experience with scientific knowledge and 

technologies.  In order of these two approaches to be combined, Mercer (2010) suggests for the 

CCA framework to be embedded within the DRR system.  If this collaboration occurs, it is hoped 

that this would bring real-world impacts, which has the potential to reduce community 

vulnerability to climate change through its community level intervention. 

Climate change vulnerability, and building resilience and capacity 

Barnett (2001) discusses that there are multiple understandings and implications of the term, 

“vulnerability”, and that this naturally leads to disagreement over working definitions. However, 

generally vulnerability can be understood as “the potential for loss” (Cutter, 1996, in Barnett 2001, 

p.979). Although this is a helpful starting point, it is useful to consider the finer details of the 

connotations and implications of this term. Barnett goes on to discuss that “more specific 

definitions qualify the potential for loss factoring in (a) the likelihood of exposures, (b) 

susceptibility to damage, and (c) capacity to recover” (2001, p.979). Additionally, these factors 

increase the lack of power experienced by those labelled as “vulnerable”. “This lack of power 

reduces access to resources and in turn narrows the range of options available to groups in times 

of stress” (2001, p. 979).  

Given that the research for this dissertation was gathered in Fiji, it is imperative to 

acknowledge some of the current discourses around vulnerability that is specific to the Pacific 
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context. Firstly, “the word vulnerable (or vulnerability) does not translate well into Pacific Island 

languages suggesting that it was not a phenomenon that was considered important” (Campbell, 

2009, p.86). Furthermore, Gero et al. (2011) also mention this linguistic reality, sharing that the 

closest term in the Fijian language translates to “weakness” (p.108). This is an interesting and 

challenging foundation for discussing the impact of vulnerability with people who do not use this 

kind of terminology. Gero et al. (2011) comment on the importance of reviewing and 

acknowledging the different vulnerabilities that are present between different Pacific Island 

countries. They highlight the tendency to group people as “vulnerable” without considering the 

specific contexts of each island within the Pacific, and indeed, even the differences within those 

islands. For instance, although Pacific nations are commonly at risk from climate change, those 

threats manifest themselves in different ways, depending on the geographical location and the 

specific natural hazard. An example of this could be that some regions may be subject to flooding 

and sea level rises, whereas others are more vulnerable to the likes of cyclones or volcanoes (Gero, 

et al., 2011a). When considering the impact of vulnerabilities on any community it is crucial that 

they are considered within a space that is context-specific.   

Wilby and Dessai (2010) discuss the importance of “climate vulnerability”, maintaining 

that certain communities are seen as vulnerable, not as a “universal” label, but in particular relation 

to climate change. The authors make the comment that once one natural disaster strikes, those who 

are affected by it, are more likely to be more severely affected if another disaster occurs. In these 

settings, it is understood that vulnerability can increase and capacity is reduced. For example, if a 

community is in the process of recovering from a flood, and then a cyclone hits, they are arguably 

more likely to be adversely affected by the cyclone, given previous damage caused by the flood, 

than if the cyclone was an initial disaster, or a standalone event. This may be partially due to 
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reduced capacity, part of this being damage to buildings, weak infrastructure and stretched 

resources being present at the time of the second disaster. We can see this phenomenon clearly in 

the example of the Fiji context, which will be discussed later on in this dissertation.  

Climate change is often blamed for the impact of disasters, but it is necessary to 

acknowledge that the disaster event itself is only one factor among many. Although the event may 

be the moment that impacted a context, it is the combination of historical, economic, political, 

cultural and structural factors that holistically play a role in the effect that this has on a community. 

In order to adapt and reduce vulnerabilities, research and acknowledgement of the policy and 

structure, which is adding to the existence of poverty, lack of infrastructure, failed support, 

government shortcomings and issues within the community. Therefore, it is imperative that climate 

change and the impacts that this brings globally should be recognised, but should not become a 

scapegoat for wider inadequacies that are apparent in any given society (Mercer, 2010).  

Building resilience and increasing capacity 

Resilience is a recurring focus of development initiatives that have been discussed above. The role 

of resilience building in relation to climate change adaptation is indispensable. It is argued that by 

focusing on building the resilience of communities, this will have positive impacts in the long 

term, as it looks at preventative measures to limit the impact of climate change risks.  

Historically, globalization and colonization have played a part in the perceived resilience 

of communities. Barnett (2001) and Campbell (2009) both argue that the historic influence of 

colonization has mostly had a negative impact in the level of resilience that Pacific Island nations 

hold. Campbell (2009) argues that indigenous communities have historically been seen as highly 

resilient, however, with the increase of influence from Western modes of development, this 
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resilience has dropped, and thus dependence on outside actors has increased. For example, the 

introduction of imported food and a more Western-style of food consumption patterns (e.g. 

packaged foods, sugary drinks, etc.), as well as an increase in external food aid in disasters, into 

the community has meant that families no longer feel the need to preserve food in case of an 

emergency, or low crop yield, and thus, the traditional techniques of preparing and fermenting 

food have diminished. These historic challenges play a role in shaping resilience. In order for these 

challenges to be challenged, a shift is required from sector-based approaches that focus on parts of 

the problem (e.g. lack of food in a disaster) to a whole systems approach which includes factors of 

building resilience (e.g. encouraging traditional methods of food preparation). It is hoped that a 

holistic approach with a focus on resilience building will encourage a multi-levelled mechanism 

from local to global, where the power is shared, as is the responsibility, and resilience and capacity 

growth can occur (Barnett, 2001). 

The concept of perceived capacity is situated within a value systems as well as perceptions 

of ability. As with influences on values and worldviews, a major aspect of shaping capacity is that 

of past experience and knowledge. These past experiences directly affect the way in which a risk 

is perceived, and secondly, the level of adaptive capacity an individual or community holds (Adger 

et al., 2009, Grothmann & Patt, 2005; O’Brien, 2009). 

Specifically, McNamara (2011) comments on potential perceptions around climate change 

at the village level and discusses the need to encourage the increased capacity of the village to deal 

with the increased risks and pressure that climate change is expected to present in the future, in 

addition to the current level of risk. Perceptions are an important aspect to be considered when 

weighing up adaptation options.  
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Uncertainty as a factor in climate change adaptation 

Climate change is impacting the world at unprecedented rates. However, there is a level of 

scientific uncertainty in relation to what the impacts of climate change will actually be for 

communities around the globe. The presence of uncertainty has considerable implications for 

firstly predicting climate change and its impacts, and secondly, for decision-making in relation to 

climate change adaptation strategies.   

Barnett (2001) discusses the factor of “uncertainty” in climate change adaptation. He 

makes a significant differentiation and states that “uncertainty” is incomplete knowledge, whereas 

“ignorance” is when one simply does not know about something. Both of these situations lead to 

challenges in planning for the future, and decision-making around which initiative to prioritise. 

Given the nature of climate change it is hard to accurately predict what the impacts of climate 

change will be. As stated above, this makes choosing and balancing legitimate options a 

challenging task, as one cannot be certain that the predictions and expected climate change impacts 

will occur. However, as many scholars argue, there is still an urgent need to act, despite having 

“imperfect knowledge” (see Adger et al., 2009; Barnett, 2001; Hallegatte, 2009; O’Brien, 2009; 

O’Brien & Wolf, 2010; Wilby & Dessai, 2010). 

Hallegatte (2009) argues that current modes of climate change adaptation underestimate 

the impact of “uncertainty” in adaptation techniques. They state that initiatives cannot wait for 

scientifically “accurate” results and expected impacts before taking precautionary action. There is 

urgency when it comes to this kind of adaptation, and the risk is only expected to increase as 

climate change impacts grow in severity. Therefore, there must be an aim to amend frameworks 

to take this persistent “uncertainty” into account (Hallegatte, 2009, p.242).  
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Adger et al. (2009) acknowledge that “uncertainty” is seen as a major limitation in climate 

change adaptation; however, they argue that it can be worked around if values and decision-making 

processes are seriously taken into account. This is where the no-regrets framework is helpful, as it 

aims to bring positive impacts regardless of impact. Furthermore, the no-regrets approach is seen 

as a “first-step” in a long term adaptation strategy (Hallegatte, 2009, p.244) and will often seek to 

build the resilience of a community, prioritise infrastructural interventions (e.g. irrigation systems, 

robust buildings etc.) and look to bridge indigenous knowledge with modern technology in order 

to encourage robust action (Barnett, 2001; Diling et al., 2015; Hallegatte, 2009; Heltberg et al., 

2009; Wilby & Dessai, 2010). 

Despite this situation, many scholars argue that decisions should not be made when the 

outcomes are uncertain (Diling et al., 2015). In the case of climate change, predictions of impact 

and disasters are constantly changing, factors of influence are increasing, and risk is growing. Due 

to this, an increasing number of development scholars are arguing that we can not wait until we 

know for certain what the impact will be (see Adger et al., 2009; Barnett, 2001; Diling et al., 2015; 

Hallegatte, 2009; Heltberg et al., 2009).  This is an uneasy factor to balance when considering 

climate change adaptation, and considering how individuals and communities can make decisions 

when the future is uncertain. 

From value-based approaches to the no-regrets framework 

The no-regrets framework is an approach that seeks to find options where regardless of the impact 

of climate change, the intervention will have positive effects on the community. This framework 

seeks to take both the short-term and long-term effects into consideration when weighing up 

potential options for adaptation. This way of considering options often leads to infrastructural 
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changes. A main factor of the “no-regrets” framework is that it is targeted at the community level. 

It draws on and respects local knowledge and seeks to pair it with contemporary scientific 

knowledge to share information and find options that are appropriate for the given context.  

An example of a no-regret option can be seen in the example of seawalls to protect against 

the threat of tsunamis. As Hallegatte (2009) suggests, this approach can be seen as a no-regret 

option for some places, but not all (see Table 1 below). In Japan for example, they have recently 

opted to build these seawalls. However, in this context, it is not seen as a no-regret option. These 

have been built in a region that is not at high risk from tsunamis, so questions have been raised 

over their benefit and worth. This is due to the high cost involved in building these seawalls, having 

negative impacts on the environment, and being a potential eyesore. However, the encouragement 

of mangrove planting can be see as a no-regret strategy across many contexts given it’s low-cost, 

non-abrasive and encourages the regeneration of the environment (Bettencourt et al., 2006, World 

Bank, 2012). 

The table below shows some examples of no-regret strategies. This is adapted from a table 

that was reviewing these no-regret options in a non-context-specific sense, in relation to general 

climate change adaptation (Hallegatte, 2009). Although it is a general rating of potential options, 

it provides an overview of the types of climate change adaption strategies that may be beneficial 

across various settings.  
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Table 1 - Examples of no-regret adaptation options across sectors.  

 

“++” Indicates options that yield benefits even without climate change in most cases, while “+” indicates options that 

re no-regret only in some cases, depending on the local characteristic (Adapted from Hallegatte, 2009, p. 254). 

 

As discussed by Hallegatte (2009), no-regrets interventions are context specific, the trade-

off in options will depend on whose voice is being heard (power relationships at play), what is 
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given priority and what is considered feasible for intervention (may relate to cost-benefit analysis 

among other factors).  

 The no-regrets approach is a framework in “pursuit [of] sustainable development” (Floyd 

et al., 2000). In order to do this, there is a tendency towards approaches that both consider and 

prioritise the long-term impact. Subsequently, this is a key factor in the decision-making process 

around adaptation options, and those initiatives that take a long-term perspective will be prioritised 

in the no-regret framework over those which fail to do this. Furthermore, advocates of this model 

argue for a “shift towards long-term, long-lead time transformative aspects” (Wise, 2015, p.331). 

In order to do this, resilience building is a foundational focus of the no-regrets approach.  

The no-regrets framework is a context-specific approach. It involves community-based 

adaptation and participation. The “regret-level” can be very dependent on the specific situation. 

Therefore trade-offs need to be considered within a particular context, and options weighed up in 

light of individual and community preferences (Hallegatte, 2009). Various actors will also bring 

their own preferences to possible options, it is important to be aware of the relationships at play, 

and recognise the potential for the unheard voices both between internal and external actors as well 

as within a community itself. 

This framework has been picked up by many key organisations in climate change 

adaptation policies. For example, it is sited in the Fijian government adaptation policy 2012 as 

well as being a key policy for the United Nations (Government of Fiji, 2012). As global figures 

begin to adopt this approach and advocate for it, this will undoubtedly encourage many more 

organisations to pick up on this framework, and will thus be a part of shaping development 

initiatives over the next few years. Additionally, it is important to consider the impacts that social 
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policy interventions have on both local implementation as well as the impact at the global level. 

Although this framework is considered to be led from the community, local level, efforts are also 

needed at the more macro level of global engagement in order to make effective, long-term, and 

wide reaching change (Heltberg, 2009). 

Is ‘no-regrets’ too optimistic? Critiques of the no-regrets framework  

Although the no-regrets framework is gaining traction in development initiatives, it is not without 

its critics. Dilling et al., (2015) discuss the issues with this approach. In particular, they state that 

it is insufficient for climate change adaptation, is over optimistic, and unreliable due to the 

uncertainty of climate change, and the limited ability to measure vulnerability between 

communities and participants (Dilling et al., 2015). Furthermore, they question “whose regret” is 

being considered? (2015, p. 420). As mentioned above, there will be multiple actors at play in a 

community, it is important to acknowledge the explicit, as well as the hidden power relationships 

that are present in the community context, and negotiate this with those on the ground to ensure 

multiple voices are being considered.  

A critique that Dilling et al., (2015) also highlight is that although this framework seeks to 

choose actions that have a positive impact in the long term, often the reality is that they focus on 

the short term or current situation to base the adaptation on, which may lead to less flexibility in 

long-term adaptation, rather than the claim of increased flexibility through no-regret strategies. 

While this is a valid concern, it is important to note that this critique goes against the majority of 

conversations currently available about the no-regrets framework. This is an example of the need 

for more research into the long-term effects of the no-regrets framework to review whether or not 

this critique is legitimate. 
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Furthermore, another critique of this framework is that it seeks to address the direct risks 

to a community, but in doing so it can fail to fully consider the plethora of indirect risks that can 

also be present in any given action (Heltberg, 2009). This raises concerns around prioritisation of 

factors, and the potential to neglect some factors in light of more visible ones.  Furthermore, 

through focusing on issues that are evident and direct risks, Diling et al. (2015) argue that,  

“essentially, the ‘adapt better to current climate change’ prescription calls for robustness now, 

ignoring the potential loss of future flexibility” (p.418), so although no-regrets seeks to account 

for flexibility in adaptation, perhaps in reality this does not occur.  

As with any model, ongoing assessment, monitoring and evaluation need to occur to ensure 

that the intended initiatives are still relevant and fulfilling the need the set out to address. The no-

regrets framework is a fairly recent approach. It stemmed from discussions by the United Nations 

Development Programme in the mid 2000s, where there was a focus on a collaborative, 

precautionary approach to climate change adaptation (UNDP, 2010). Given this framework has 

only been active in the last ten years there is limited data around the long-term effects of these 

approaches. For example, it would be interesting to assess the impacts of the trade-off system when 

the issue being addressed by the initiative does not come into fruition, but another issue instead 

appears. Although it could be argued that there is still a risk that the original issue may present 

itself, and there may be a perceived increase of safety, would the chosen action still be considered 

worthwhile? Along this same vein, it would be interesting to consider the no-regrets framework in 

light of multiple risk factors being present. 
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Trade-offs between adaptation options – ‘low regrets’ rather than ‘no-

regrets’? 

The no-regrets framework involves a trade-off system, where there is a balance between 

opportunities and externalities associated with adaptation. This is where many academics comment 

on the perhaps overly optimistic nature of calling this framework ‘no-regrets’, rather than ‘low-

regrets’, which may be a more accurate description (Dilling et al., 2015; Wilby, & Dessai, 2010). 

Options are weighed up against each other, and it may be that a ‘low-regret’ option takes 

precedence, which is seen to have some negative consequences, but overall the benefits outweigh 

these consequences. 

The no-regrets framework involves a system of comparing and ranking options. In order 

to make a final decision, there must be a trade-off between possible options. This involves a 

process of prioritising options and outcomes, this may involve compromise between different 

actors, and negotiation between what factors get valued over others. This may involve looking at 

current resource limitations versus predicted future needs, and deciding where the available 

resources should be allocated. Furthermore, as commented above, power relationships are at play, 

and it’s important to acknowledge these to factor in “whose regrets” are being considered, and 

ultimately, who gets to decide what factors or options takes priority. 
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A methodological narrative into research 

Use of secondary data 

As this research was part of a wider, three-year project, which had been preceded by another 

project into post-disaster recovery in the Ba watershed in Fiji, we were able to have access to the 

data collected in 2012. This included journal entries from Votua where participants described 

their experience of the recent flooding they had experienced. In addition to these tangible 

information sources, we were also able to discuss a previous field study conducted in November 

2015 with some of the student researchers from the University of Auckland who were able to 

share their insights with us.  

Primary data collection; mixed method 

This qualitative research involved mixed-method tools. Drawing upon the foundation of Pacific 

research, specifically the Vanua research framework, which includes such methods as talanoa or 

casual conversation and story telling, we attempted to ensure our interactions in Fiji were 

conducted with the utmost respect for our participants (Fa'avae et al., 2016; Nabobo-Baba, 2008). 

With an acknowledgement of their wisdom, knowledge and experience, I went into this research 

with modesty and a desire to listen above all else. 

I engaged in a number of research tools including both informal and formal talanoa 

sessions, personal journals, focus groups and village mapping. This research was gathered in two 

locations situated in the Ba watershed of Fiji; Navala and Votua (refer to Figure 3 below), that had 
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been affected by both Tropical Cyclone Winston (referred to as TC Winston from this point 

onward) in 2016 and two major floods in 2012. 

Figure 3 Map showing the Ba Watershed in Fiji, where the research was conducted in 2016. 

 

As stated in my positionality, my preferences and prior experience shaped my interest and 

engagement with this research. Due to this, I sought out the life histories of those who participated 

in this research in Fiji. I wanted to listen to their experiences, and what they considered to be of 

importance, rather than explicitly shaping the conversations through a formal list of questions. I 

went into this research with a broad aim of gaining insight into how people experienced TC 

Winston specifically, as well as other disasters, and what everyday life looked like, as well as 

observations on how that may have changed over the years. Many of my research conversations 
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were with elderly people in the community, who were willing to generously share their insights 

into daily life in general, and climate change adaptation strategies in particular.   

The context: A three-year research project into “Climate change adaptation 

in post-disaster recovery processes”  

The research was conducted as part of a three-year research project focused on climate change 

adaptation in post-disaster recovery processes in Fiji and Cambodia. This research explores 

contexts where there has been an increase in climate-related disasters, and where there are multiple 

risk factors involved.  This research was funded by the Asia-Pacific Network for Global Change 

Research (www.climatechangeplus.net) and involves several academic institutions, including the 

University of Auckland. The research was undertaken with approval from the University of 

Auckland’s ethics committee.  

The research team 

The team that conducted the research consisted of University of Auckland staff and students as 

well as students associated with the University of the South Pacific (USP). 

Professor Andreas Neef, who is the director of the University of Auckland’s Development 

Studies Department led the project, with Dr. Jesse Hession Grayman, a senior lecturer, acting as 

supervisor and co-leader. Altogether we were six University of Auckland students, three of whom 

are Development Studies honours students, two of them being master’s students, and one master’s 

student in screen production, who was creating a short film throughout the trip. In addition to the 

Auckland team, four people accompanied us from the University of the South Pacific, two 

postgraduate students, Mr Simione Tuimalega and Mrs Renata Varea, and two undergraduate 

http://www.climatechangeplus.net/
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students, Ms Venina Bukasasa and Ms Talica Kava Nauvi. Each spent varying amounts of time 

with the University of Auckland group. 

We divided this group into two after our fourth day in Fiji, with Professor Andreas Neef, a 

masters, and an honours student from the University of Auckland heading to Suva to conduct 

research along with Simione and Renata (who returned to the larger group later on in the week in 

Votua).  

As a team, we came up with some guiding questions for the fieldwork (see Appendix B). I 

also provided a list of open and broad questions for the conversations, however these were intended 

as starting points, and not to strongly direct the conversation (see Appendix A). With each 

conversation, we worked with a student from USP as facilitator and - when necessary - translator. 

Before the conversations, we would discuss the types of information that we were specifically 

interested in, and discuss the best way to approach the conversation with the given participant. I 

relied heavily on their insider knowledge and wisdom around cultural appropriateness and 

sensitivity. Due to this, the USP students were integral to our research. 

Gatekeepers 

Gatekeepers are of course an important part of any research project. It is through key people that 

you can build trust, become known, and build relationships with participants. The entry into each 

village started in the same manner, with a sevusevu ceremony during which a bundle of kava roots 

are presented to the village leaders. These were villages that were used to welcoming researchers, 

and who had been part of research in 2012 to do with flooding risks, under a project that was a 

precursor to the one we were contributing to. Therefore, we were building on relationships that 

already had a foundation. Due to this, many were open to us being there, and happy to take part. 
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This is an acknowledgement on how previous research had been conducted and is an important 

reminder to set relationships up to be continued in the future.  

As is appropriate in Fiji, we were granted permission to undertake our research through the 

traditional chief (turaga-ni-yavusa) or the administrative leader (turaga-ni-koro) of the village. 

Although this meant we had permission to speak to whomever according to local customs, we still 

sought the permission of individuals before pursuing research with them.  

Once in the village, we soon built connections with those around us, and from 

conversations, often more people would join in as they walked past, or recommend talking to their 

neighbour, or friends in different parts of the village. This is a common occurrence in field 

research, where the researchers somewhat rely on access into networks of relationships, and being 

introduced to potential participants through a previous connection (be it someone they have just 

met, or a previous relationship that has been formed). 

Another way in which we built relationship was through the use of research tools. The 

journals in Votua were a useful tool to begin conversation, a number of those who we had talanoa 

sessions or informal interviews with, had stemmed from the interactions we had while handing 

over the journals. From these conversations, we then shared what we were researching and soon 

people were mentioning family members or friends who would be good to talk to.  

The limitations of the data 

This was a short research trip, lasting a total of 12 days, of which 10 were spent in villages 

collecting data. Although we were had the opportunity to speak to a number of different people 

and do light triangulation of our data within our team, our time and scope was limited. 
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As a group we had various skills and experience to contribute, however, as students, we 

were novice researchers. A few people had travelled to Fiji before, but for the majority it was our 

first time. We did not know the language, and relied on English and our counterparts from USP to 

translate when necessary.  

As stated above, this research was conducted in the Ba Watershed, Fiji (see map above 

p.29)). There is an acknowledgement that the research conducted is highly situated and limited to 

this geographical area. Another limitation of this research was the amount of time spent in the 

villages. We only spent three days in Navala and seven in Votua (with a few hours in iTautoko), 

therefore the data we were able to collect is a reflection of these limitations. This does not devalue 

the research that was conducted both in 2016 and previously in 2012, however, and it is hoped that 

we can take lessons from this research and consider them as relevant for further fieldwork.  

In addition to the limitations of the data as mentioned above, this dissertation also holds 

limitations. As this is a master’s dissertation, it is restricted in terms of scope and depth. More 

research is needed to further understand the issues presented in this dissertation, both in terms of 

the level of data collection, as well in terms of the use of robust literature. It would be useful to 

further understand the role that multiple risks play in communities that are subjected to climate 

change impacts, therefore, it would be beneficial if more research and case studies were conducted 

in places where multiple risks are present. 

Furthermore, resettlement is an increasingly large topic of conversation in development 

discourse. Climate resettlement is a topic that will have to be evaluated and monitored in the years 

to come to better understand the long-term effects of this on individuals, communities, and indeed 
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countries. Although I have touched on it in this dissertation, there is certainly a greater amount of 

research to be done in this area. 

Talanoa and story-telling sessions 

Research in the Pacific is increasingly seen to incorporate research methods that are appropriate 

to the specific cultural settings found in this region. This often requires a different approach to 

traditional Western ideologies around research. The Vanua research framework is a predominant 

framework that is shaped by culturally appropriate techniques. A respect for indigenous knowledge 

and ensuring that the research embarked on benefits those communities involved is a foundational 

aspect of this framework (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). Within the Vanua framework there are various 

tools that have been appropriated in an attempt to ensure the research undertaken is culturally 

appropriate to the Pacific setting. Talanoa is one of those tools. It is a method of conversation, 

which is deeply situated within Pacific cultural appropriateness. As a non-Pacific Islander, and an 

outsider, naturally there are some limitations to me employing this kind of research method. 

Despite these limitations, there are lessons to be learnt from this method, and through using this 

tool, there is an acknowledgement of cultural appropriateness, and a respect for the knowledge and 

insight from those whom I spoke with (Fa’avae et al., 2016; Nabobo-Baba, 2008).  

Talanoa is in no way a formal, structured interview. The method is based on storytelling, 

and casual conversation. “In indigenous research among Fijians, talanoa rather than interviews are 

used to request the knowledge the researcher seeks” (Nabobo-Baba, 2008, p.149). This method 

heavily endorses a deep respect for the specific context, and the knowledge that the community 

members hold. This tool involves conversation that flows, that is to be gently shaped, yet not 
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explicitly directed. In talanoa, “both sides may talk equally although the interviewee will still have 

to be seen to be talking a lot more than the researcher” (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). 

This is the method that others and I used to shape our interactions while in Fiji. Although 

we aimed to let the talanoa sessions we had with people organically develop, there were of course 

power relationships at play, and as we explained our purpose for being in Fiji as researchers, this 

naturally shaped the types of conversations we had. This is a tension that has be acknowledged 

when using talanoa, as in these settings, it is hard to be completely removed from guiding the 

conversation, regardless of how open and fluid these discussions may be (Prescott, 2008).  

Journals  

Another tool that was used was personal journals. This technique had been implemented on the 

previous trip in 2012 to gain insights into the flooding experienced in Votua. The goal of the 

journals on this trip was to provide the space and opportunity for people to share their own 

experiences, in their own words, of TC Winston. The journals had some guiding questions in Fijian 

at the beginning of the book (see appendix C) and participants were told they could write as little 

or as much as they liked.   

Given our time constraints in the villages, we only employed this tool in Votua. In order to 

distribute the journals, we divided the village into five zones, and randomly selected ten 

households from within each zone to give journals to (see appendix for the image of this). In 

addition to the 50 journals given out in this manner, 30 journals were randomly distributed through 

networks and conversations with people in the community. When delivering the journals we 

explained the purpose of our presence in the village, our research and asked if people would like 

to take part.  
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The journals were collected three to four days later, and participants were given a small 

bottle of oil as a token of appreciation for their time. Some of the journal entries were written in 

English, but the majority were in the Fijian language. The students from USP translated these into 

English 

Village mapping exercises in Navala and Votua 

In Navala and Votua I conducted informal village mapping in order to get a visual representation 

of the villages, and use this tool as a conversation guide. It was helpful to have someone sketch 

the physical locations of houses in the villages and use this to then further clarify points that had 

been made throughout my time in the villages. For example, many people had commented on the 

location of various houses, or discussed the hazard points from the cyclone or floods, it was then 

useful to see this drawn out on a page. A limitation of this was my own experience; I had never 

conducted this type of research before, so the outputs are a reflection of that. However, I was able 

to have useful conversation throughout the mapping process in both Navala and Votua.  

Village mapping in Navala  

Throughout conversations during our few days here, many people commented on the layout of the 

village. Respondents mentioned the cross shape that was created, the rows that represented 

different clans, and the way in which the cyclone moved down the lines of houses, almost like a 

tunnel. I had walked up and down these rows of houses, and even seen the village from above one 

morning when we ventured up to watch the sunrise over the village, where the mist rested on the 

side of the hills, and the light pierced through, bringing with it a sense of calm and warmth. It was 
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clear that the layout of this village was important to those who lived there, and I therefore wanted 

to capture this on a page, and use it as a conversation tool. 

We (myself and Venina, one of the USP students) did the village mapping with a couple 

of young men whom we had met the previous night over a smack juice session (a no-grog, juice 

version of the kava ceremony). We had chatted away into the night, with them sharing insights 

into village life, what they did with their time, how they found the village, what they liked, and 

what they struggled with.   

I had explained to the USP student that I’d like to do a mapping session, and asked if she 

thought the men from last night would like to take part. A few minutes later, they were appearing 

at the door. We explained what it was, and when I brought out the paper and coloured markers 

there was a mix of excitement and nervousness. One of the young men tentatively looked at the 

page, and asked if he could practice first. I said to him that it didn’t actually matter what the map 

looked like, it was more how he saw the village and the various risk spots, but said he could just 

draw in my notebook if he preferred. So we began the mapping session, with him explaining as he 

drew, talking through the different sections of the village and occasionally suddenly remembering 

something and jotting it down quickly. The first thing to go on the page was the rugby posts. 

Something I knew was very important to these young men’s lives. Once the map was complete he 

then moved onto the clean, white sheet of paper, and picked up the black marker, after a few 

minutes, he asked if he could use a different colour, and soon, he was getting into it, adding 

coloured keys and small details. 
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Figure 4 the village map created in Navala, 2016 

 

A few things became clear through this exercise, that these young men were proud of their 

village, that the cyclone had caused a large amount of damage, and that the casual mood and 

conversation instantly shifts when more formal research tools appear (see Fa‘avae et al., 2016 for 

more on this common occurrence). These are all important considerations for those undertaking 

research in this setting, and for development initiatives that seek to instigate genuine community 

engagement.   

Village mapping in Votua 

As I had completed a village map in Navala, I wanted to be able to do the same in Votua. On our 

second to last day in Votua, I asked one of the chief’s, whom I had gotten to know over the week 

if he would like to take part in a village mapping session. He agreed, and as part of our conversation 
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he began to draw out the village. He pointed out the different tribes (yavusa) of the village, and 

their different areas, he pointed out the changes that had occurred over time, he pointed out the 

risks from the river, and spoke of how the cyclone had moved through the village. He spoke of 

how all the houses in Votua used to be traditional bure and how gradually they had all changed 

into contemporary structures, as the bure could not withstand the frequent flood events that the 

village was prone to.  

Figure 5 Village map in Votua, created in 2016 

 

As he drew, his son sat beside us, commenting on my watch, drawing on the paper, and 

smiling and laughing throughout.  

Throughout the conversation, pieces of the puzzle came together, and through the use of 

the mapping tool I was able to ask clarifying questions from the week of conversations, and see it 

explained on the page in front of us. I was able to see the explicit divisions of the different tribes, 
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and this led to deeper understanding of Votua’s structure, where three yavusa chiefs were present, 

as opposed to the usual one. This was a helpful insight, as this led to conversations around decision-

making, and how often these different tribes have different opinions and needs, that can lead to 

some disagreements that have to be resolved in village meetings, or lead to discontent over the 

distribution of government rations in disasters.  



Towards an uncertain future with no-regrets: Community decision-making in the face of multiple risks in Fiji 

Joanne Wieland ID#4678193 page 44 of 71 

Insights and stories from the field 

Navala through ethnographic encounters 

In this village I was able to conduct two organised talanoa session and multiple informal ones, as 

well as a focus group and town mapping session. 

This was the first village that we stayed in. We spent three days here, each person being 

hosted by a family from the village in their home. This is also where our research team divided up, 

with Professor Neef, two University of Auckland students and two postgraduate USP students 

leaving Navala after the first night. 

At first glance, the housing in the village was predominantly the traditional Fijian bure, 

however there were a number of contemporary wooden structures with tin roofs that were further 

in from the main rows (see Navala village map above). The village of Navala is known for its 

traditional bure, yet, there seems to be a slow increase of contemporary housing being constructed. 

We soon discovered that this was a topic that many villagers were interested in, several of whom 

shared their views on the different structures, and the perceived pros and cons of both. 

Some people we spoke to mentioned that they felt safer in the bure as they knew how the 

structure moved and reacted to the cyclone, they knew where to move to be safe, whereas, with 

the contemporary structures, they don’t feel as safe in them as they don’t know how they move. 

However, many of the bures were damaged, and some destroyed by TC Winston. At the time of 

our fieldwork it was still unclear whether or not these houses will be repaired or whether 

contemporary structures will take their place. Simione commented that the bures that were 
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damaged by the cyclone were not built in the traditional way, but with different materials and by 

less skilled workers. 

Further insights into this tension of housing choice were echoed throughout conversations 

we had. One aspect that was discussed was the tourism that the bure brought into the village. This 

income is shared around the village, however, it was also clear that the responsibility for looking 

after visitors to the village was an ominous task. Those with whom I spoke shared that the Fijian 

Government encourages Navala to keep the bure, however there is some disagreement over 

whether or not Navala will do that. 

Another consideration in the housing choice is the concept of reciprocity. Traditionally, 

the construction on a bure requires multiple people. There is an expectation that everyone 

participates in the process, with the men of the village travelling to gather the materials needed 

and then spending time constructing the bure itself, while the women do all the cooking. These 

bure can take months to construct. On the other hand, when more contemporary structures are 

built, there is not the same amount of manpower or time required. Therefore, some people voiced 

concerns over how this would affect village relationships that are built on a mutual need for one 

another through dependency and shared workload. 

Votua through ethnographic encounters 

During our stay here, I was able to conduct three organised talanoa sessions, a town mapping 

session, multiple informal talanoa sessions and gave out 80 journals for people to share their own 

stories in about their experience of TC Winston.   
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Votua is comprised of a mixture of houses, some wooden shacks, some concrete walled 

structures, a scattering of two-storey buildings and a few government supplied units near the back 

of the village. Villagers’ livelihoods are predominantly organised around the river, which ran the 

length of the land. Unlike in the majority of communities in Fiji, both men and women are fishing 

for a living. There were also a number of farmers, who grew produce both for personal use and the 

market.  

We discovered that this village hosted three chiefs rather than the usual one, and this 

reflected the diversity of tribes within Votua (see Votua village map above). As we took a walk 

around the village on our first day, passersby shared with us some general information about how 

TC Winston had affected the community. We were told that six houses were completely destroyed 

and around twenty were badly damaged. An elder commented that of the damaged houses, many 

of them were built in the last five years, and he pondered aloud whether or not this was due to 

materials or craftsmanship changes, regardless, he believed that they were not as strong as those 

built thirty years ago.  

As mentioned above, while in Votua we were able to give out journals as a way of 

collecting data on people's experience of TC Winston. Of the entries, many mentioned the multiple 

risk factors present in Votua. Respondents explicitly discussed the risk of both flooding and of 

cyclones, and the challenges of deciding which risk to prioritise when taking adaptive action. In 

addition to this, common themes covered the feeling that TC Winston had been the strongest 

cyclone they had ever experienced, and that they would prepare better next time the warnings 

came. Many spoke of how they would do this (putting together an emergency pack including food, 

clothing, batteries, candles, kerosene, torch etc.), and that they would “always be ready”. 

Furthermore, many spoke of a feeling of fear, fear of the strength of the cyclone, and also a fear of 
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not knowing what to expect “next time”. In the vast majority of the journals, there was an 

acknowledgement of the role of their Christian faith, and how they held onto this in their time of 

need.  

Throughout our interactions, be it through talanoa sessions, organised discussions or in the 

journals, a clear theme around multiple risks soon became evident. In Votua, both flooding and 

cyclones were common risks that had to be addressed, however, in terms of prioritising 

precautionary action one over the other, there did not seem to be a clear consensus. This was 

perhaps seen most clearly when discussing housing. As mentioned above, there were many 

different types of houses present in this village. Many people had built two-storey houses as a way 

of protecting themselves and their belongings from the frequent flooding. However, when the 

cyclone came, people were scared to be above ground, instead seeking shelter in one-storey 

buildings. This was also seen in the preference of people remaining at their own abode, or 

neighbours houses instead of going to the emergency evacuation centre which is the school, a two-

storey structure. In many of the conversations I had with those who had received damage to their 

property, they were going through a process of reviewing the options of different housing, and 

trying to decide which risk to build against.  

Our experiences echoed that of those voiced in 2012, from the precursors project. In the 

data collected in 2012, again many people spoke of multiple risk factors in the community.  

Interestingly, during the 2012 study, floods were considered a greater risk than cyclones. "This 

immediate threat to their personal survival and well-being perhaps explains why many household 

heads perceived floods to be a greater risk to their livelihoods and wellbeing than cyclones" (Yila 

et al., 2013, p.123). This perspective was also present in the conversations we had in Votua, 
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however, many people commented that since TC Winston that now they think that cyclones are 

worse, as TC Winston was not like anything they had previously experienced.  

In the context of Votua, people had to weigh up the risk of both flooding and cyclones, and 

both were seen as competing risks that required different interventions. For flooding, a house that 

was built on stilts or had a second storey was the preferred design. However, with a cyclone, people 

were scared to go to the second storey due to the wind gusts, and preferred to be in a concrete 

structure (or bure) close to the ground. 

Perceptions of risk and safety - iTautoko village a resettlement 

from Votua 

We only stayed a matter of hours in this village, but it provided us with some interesting insights, 

and also left us with many questions. We found out about this resettlement almost by accident. We 

were taking the journals around homes in Votua, and arrived at one house where a lady was looking 

after her friend’s children. She lived in iTautoko. This sparked questions that we were then able to 

ask other villagers, and soon, we saw that many people knew about the village, some had family 

there, some had plans to move there, and others relocated there during the rainy season. There was 

no clear consensus from those that remained in Votua on whether or not more people would 

relocate to the resettlement following TC Winston. Some strongly believed that more would shift 

their home to iTautoko due to safety concerns, whereas others held the belief that people would 

not want to leave behind their fishing and farming. We were able to arrange to visit the resettlement 

on one afternoon. 
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The land used for the resettlement belonged to one of the tribes in Votua, and is referred to 

as ‘Votua Rua’ by many of the residents. The original shift to this area had occurred after a 

particularly bad flood in 2012 that had wiped out many of the houses along the edge of the river. 

At that time, Aus Aid (Australian Agency for International Development) and the Government of 

Fiji had offered new housing, each of which came with a water tank and solar panels to those 

families that wanted to move from their current location.  There are currently 18 houses at the 

settlement, with around 22-23 families living there. Although there are no plans for AusAid to 

build additional houses on the site, there is room for another 25 houses on the land. The villagers 

say that anyone from Votua can move there, but they must build their own houses and wouldn’t 

have a personal water tank or solar panels like the original houses have. 

When we asked people why they chose to move to the resettlement the responses all echoed 

similar feelings: “We didn’t have a choice… houses washed away by the floods… the government 

recommended” (Conversation in iTautoko, 2016).  

As we walked around the village, we’d occasionally pause to look over the hills or take a 

closer look at the solar panels or discuss the water filtration system that feeds into the whole 

village. I was welcomed into one of the homes of a lady who was a relative of one of the ladies I 

had spoken to in Votua, who was happy to share her personal story with me. She talked about the 

flooding, and how they were left with nothing, how this was a good option for them, as here they 

“felt safe”. I asked what she and her family did with their time, if they worked or attended any 

community groups. She said that “no, no-one works in the village, we are all on the benefit”. She 

said that before they moved they had all been farmers or - like her family - fishermen. But now, 

the river was too far, they couldn’t go there everyday, they may do fishing for their own 

consumption, but not for the market. She pointed out that each family has a small garden where 
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they can grow food for their own use, but again, not to take to market. As for community groups, 

no, she said that they returned to Votua or went into Ba on Sundays to go to church or for special 

occasions. 

I asked her about TC Winston, she said that they had received no damage to the buildings, 

but “it was very loud, with the wind coming in the house, and the windows let in the rain so it 

flooded, it all flooded”. She told me that her family ran to another house during the cyclone, a 

house that had a concrete attachment on the side, but the wind was so strong. They huddled 

together until the storm passed. 

From this short excerpt the conflicting risks and opportunities are evident. On the one hand, 

“safety” is offered, however, to gain that safety there was a physical removal from the river that is 

seen as a source of income and livelihood that they had known for generations. For many who we 

spoke to, this removal from the river was seen as a hard, but necessary, situation. They missed the 

river, they missed their friends but they had safety, and they had ensured safety for their children. 

“Miss fishing… brothers… life at sea… we had to move… no risks in iTautoko”...“here we’ll be 

safe from the floods...better here”...(Conversation in iTautoko, 2016). This kind of conversation 

was similar throughout the village, with many people justifying their decision to move by stating 

“we are safe here”. For many that moved, it was this perceived increase in safety that took priority 

in decision-making, and then the action in relocating.  
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Findings from the field 

General insights into the Villages 

In addition to these more structured tools, we had many passing conversations and informal 

talanoa sessions in all the places that we visited. Although informal, these interactions provided 

more insights and depth to our research in Fiji, and much can be learnt from the collaboration of 

all the conversations, information and knowledge shared with us over our 12 days. 

As we spent time in the villages, there were some notable similarities that stood out 

between Navala and Votua. Both villages have the traditional Fijian chiefly model and are run by 

an elected turanga-ni-koro, which impacts the day-to-day interactions of the villagers and the 

decision-making processes. Both communities are experienced in facing frequent disasters and 

well versed in preparation for these events.  

Many of the conversations we had in Fiji and the journal entries from Votua centred on the 

unexpected strength of TC Winston, the feeling of fear from those whom experienced it, and the 

need to prepare for the future.  

“We should always be prepared, it (the cyclone) really taught us a lesson and that is that 

 we should always be prepared at all times. This is the first time I have experienced a 

 cyclone of that magnitude, the impact it left the community with will never be forgotten” 

“Strongest cyclone I have every experienced”…”I was shocked to see how strong the 

cyclone was”…”We thought that a lot of us were going to either get hurt or die during cyclone 

Winston”…(Collection of comments from journals, Votua, 2016). 
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Resettlement - perceived safety versus loss of livelihoods in 

iTautoko 

The few hours here opened my eyes to the conflicting risks and opportunities available to the Votua 

community. On the one hand, safety was offered, on the other, removing oneself from the 

livelihoods they had known for their whole lives, their communities, family and friends were 

things they had to leave behind. Was it really as simple as “we had to move”, was it as 

straightforward as, “we are safe here, we are unsafe there”? 

It is these conversations that retrospectively inspired my interest in decision-making at the 

community level, and that sparked my concern over communities being removed from their 

context, where both support and livelihoods were apparently easily available in exchange for 

perceived increase in safety.  For development, this is an important factor to take into 

consideration. It is a reminder to look at development initiatives that review more than one factor, 

and weigh up the options available while asking questions around the value of place and identity 

as well as the value of community and livelihoods, against the value of safety. 

Many people mentioned that although they all answer to the Fijian Government, each 

village takes care of themselves, and has their own rules and expectations at play. When a decision 

is to be made, it goes through the appropriate channels, which can include village meetings to 

discuss potential options and outcomes. 

When it comes to community decision-making, how do these various relationships impact 

the options and priorities given? This matters, as when development projects are being planned, 
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and community engagement is a core aspect, as outsiders, we must be aware of the internal 

structures at play in any given context and take this into consideration (Gero et al., 2011).   
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Discussion 

The impacts from climate change are becoming more frequent and more intense and the effects 

that this is having on rural communities in particular is becoming increasingly visible. Therefore, 

it is important to consider how communities make decisions when there are multiple risk factors 

at play, and how they prioritise some factors over others. For those working in the field of 

development, climate change will be an increasingly common factor that has to be considered 

when planning a project or initiative.  

As a foundational comment, I now wish to refer back to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (see 

Figure 1). Through the discussion above, especially from interactions at iTautoko, there is a 

consistent thread of prioritising safety over other factors. As stated above, Maslow’s theory claims 

that in time of disaster, or when there is a “threat of chaos” (O’Brien & Wolf, 2010, p.237) people 

who were previously performing at a higher level in the hierarchy will ultimately regress down to 

“basic needs” (tier one and two), and will need to sufficiently meet these needs before once again 

progressing up the hierarchy. This is interesting when considering perceived risk versus perceived 

safety, and the challenges that this brings to decision-making.  

Furthermore, these factors are often subjective, and therefore require different 

consideration than a traditional cost-benefit analysis (Adger et al., 2009a, 2009b, 2011, 2013; 

Barnett, 2001). Again, considering the resettlement of iTautoko, many people spoke of their 

sadness around the loss of everyday access to the river. This was seen as not only a place for 

income, but also as an important aspect of life in Votua. How can decisions be made that take the 

loss of such factors into account? As Adger et al. (2011) states that these cultural and societal 

values are currently “undervalued in scientific and policy considerations of the costs and benefits 
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of climate change” (2011, p.6). Resettlement is only one situation where this is evident though, 

and these issues and conflicting factors are still present in communities where resettlement is not 

considered. 

A no-regrets approach in Fiji. Is it realistic when multiple risks are 

present? 

Throughout this dissertation I have discussed the importance of value creation and explored how 

subjective factors such as perceived risk and safety contribute to the challenges of decision-making 

at the individual and community level. Moreover, I have discussed the challenges facing climate 

change adaptation techniques and the way in which uncertainty and flexibility are major factors in 

these discussions. I have shared some insights into the experience of those in Navala, Votua and 

iTautoko, and how people experienced TC Winston and other disasters. With this as my foundation 

I would now like to consider if the no-regrets framework is indeed a realistic approach when there 

are multiple risk factors present, where uncertainty is high, and were perceived risk versus 

perceived safety become the major decision-making priorities. 

Hallegatte (2009) discusses the no-regrets framework and comments that “in many 

locations, the implementation of these practices would constitute a very efficient first step in a 

long-term adaptation strategy” (p. 244). This raises the question, over what types of locations 

would this framework be beneficial in? Does it include places where multiple risks are present, 

like the ones described above from our research in Fiji? 

There are lessons to be learnt from both the current literature on the no-regrets framework, 

and the experiences gained in Fiji. Although no-regrets offers an optimistic approach that seeks to 
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find solutions to climate change adaptation that have benefits for communities in both the short 

and longer term, can this approach accommodate for the multiple risk factors that are present in 

many climate-risk communities?  

As experienced in iTautoko there was an explicit trade-off between perceived safety and 

livelihood. In this scenario, does no-regrets include resettlement? It’s an action that is intended to 

benefit people in the long run, to provide a place of safety and a place where people can benefit 

from secure housing, fresh and consistent water supplies as well as perceived reduced risk. 

However, if climate change impact does not occur at the level that is perhaps expected, then is it 

fair to say that it’s still benefiting communities? Those whom I spoke with shared a feeling of 

disconnect between the community life they left behind in order to gain this perceived “safety”. 

This weighing up of perceived risk and safety is a challenge for development thinking, as on the 

one hand we see genuinely perceived safety, while on the other, we see a limitation in terms of 

community, livelihood and growth. 

Furthermore, an aspect that the no-regrets framework has yet to explicitly address is that 

the prioritisations of options are situated. For example, there may be one course of action that is 

the preferred option by a particular community at a specific time, but that may fail to fully 

recognise the longer-term impacts of that decision, the implications of that decision for generations 

to com. Additionally, the concept of uncertainty was discussed in terms of unknown outcomes, 

however, what if a different risk arises that is outside of the predicted one that shaped the options 

available? For example, if we consider the experiences of villagers in Votua, where they may plan 

against flooding rather than cyclones, and then find that they feel unsafe in their houses due to 

prioritising the “wrong” disaster. As mentioned above, a major topic on conversation was house 

type in relation to disaster preparedness. As seen in both Votua and Navala, much of the 
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respondents’ conversation included discussion around housing options. In Navala, it was primarily 

the trade-off between traditional bure and modern structures, in Votua it was two-storey housing 

to protect against flooding versus the concrete structures that were considered safer in the case of 

cyclones.  How do people genuinely make these decisions in an unpredictable future? 

Climate change risk is occurring at new rates of significance. As mentioned previously, 

uncertainty is perhaps the only certain aspect moving forward. The vast majority of those whom 

we spoke with while in Fiji commented on the unexpected nature of TC Winston, about how they 

had experienced cyclone before, but not of this strength, and how now, they planned on being 

“more prepared” than before. TC Winston took an unexpected turn, and therefore the usual 

warning systems in place were not sufficient. 

Trade-off examples from Fiji 

For those in Navala, the bure are seen as the preferable option for when in a cyclone, as community 

members understand how they move, and how they will fall but they can not handle flooding, and 

natural resources are diminishing, therefore, in the long-term, these structures are not the 

“sustainable” choice. Additionally, there are questions over community reciprocity when modern 

structures are the chosen option, as these houses do not require the same amount of manpower or 

materials as the traditional structures. 

Votua is in a high-risk area for both flooding and cyclones. How do people decide between 

options? E.g. two-storey houses are preferred for flooding, but when a cyclone came through, 

many opted to stay inside their own homes rather than risk the two-storey evacuation centre. People 
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simply did not feel safe in a house with two floors, where they did not know the structure and how 

it may move in times of strong wind. 

Furthermore, both communities had multiple people comment on the positive actions of 

the Fijian Government response following TC Winston (in passing conversations, in talanoa 

sessions, in the journals), however, many also mentioned the delays in getting their promised 

disaster grants. These delays in government funding obviously have an impact on the decisions 

and options available to people when faced with recovery. Many of whom we spoke with 

commented on the dilemma between waiting for funds versus carrying on without them, and doing 

what they could through their own resources. 

In all of these examples, there are multiple risks, which employ various options each with 

explicit trade-offs required. Moving forward, it is important that we acknowledge the various 

options at play, the values present in each of those actions and the power dynamics involved that 

contribute to adaptation decisions being made. Moreover, these decisions are informed by not only 

by the current risks, but also attempt to take the perceived risk in the future into consideration. 

At times, these trade-offs will involve deciding between present versus predicted future 

risks. As stated previously, the no-regrets approach seeks actions that will bring benefits regardless 

of climate change impact actualising (see table 1). Furthermore, others commented on looking at 

adaptation options with the focus on reversible action. Here trade-offs are reviewed through 

opportunity costs, and actions weighted in terms of the reversibility or irreversibility of the 

expected consequences of that action (Wilby and Dessai, 2009, Hallegatte, 2009). 
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Resilience building 

When multiple risks are predicted, and when uncertainty is present, one factor that can be focused 

on is building the resilience of a community. The no-regrets framework seeks to build people’s 

resilience and capacity over time through targeted initiatives around awareness in addition to the 

physical interventions that aim to tackle uncertain risks.   One bases her or his perceived capacity 

on previous experiences and self-efficacy. Many of the people that shared their experience with us 

(through conversation, or journaling) discussed the strength of TC Winston as being unexpected 

and stronger than they had ever experienced before. This led to the vast majority of people stating 

that they would aim to be more prepared in the future, “it was a category 5 this time, maybe in two 

or three years time it will be a category 6, stronger than before”...stronger than before, different… 

we will prepare more next time, we will listen to the warning system and make sure our house is 

safe” (Conversation in Navala, 2016). 

Place and resettlement 

As stated above, one of the key factors for myself in this research was the conversations around 

resettlement, specifically, that of iTautoko from Votua. Here, it was evident that perceived safety 

took priority over all other factors (as can be foundationally understood by looking at Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs). Those with whom I spoke shared openly about their decision to relocate, their 

sadness in leaving behind their family, friends, community and livelihoods. However, they were 

strong in their decision, they “felt safe”, whereas before, they had felt fear. The Fijian Government 

had suggested people take the opportunity to relocate, perhaps driven by an economic cost-benefit 

analysis that considered the short term versus long-term impacts of frequent disasters and repairs, 
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compared with a higher, one-off cost. However, the way in which people spoke of the land they 

had left behind revealed that they had a heavy heart. The value of place and identity was not evident 

in the way in which they spoke of their move. In retrospect, resettlement is a tangible reminder of 

the importance of subjective factors, and a reminder for development initiatives to deeply consider 

these factors before implementing actions. 

Is there scope for a no-regrets approach in the context of communities facing multiple risk 

factors? As long as there is the opportunity to acknowledge all risks present, and then provide 

space for multiple risks in the trade-off process, I believe that the no-regrets framework does have 

the potential to work in these settings, given its consideration of uncertainty and flexibility. 

However, if the potential risks are unknown, I believe that this framework would be insufficient.  
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Future research potential 

As mentioned above in the limitations of this research and paper, there is scope for future and 

further research in the area of climate change adaptation. Specifically, I argue for more research 

to be conducted into the applicability of the no-regrets framework, and whether or not, this is 

suitably flexible enough to deal with multiple risk factors at once.  Although the no-regrets 

framework shows promise and has the potential to become a mainstream framework, specifically 

through its acknowledgement of subjective values, respect for the knowledge held within a 

community, and its structure that allows for uncertainty in decision-making, these are early days 

for this framework, and until time has passed we will not known the full extent of the implications 

and impacts of this approach. 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, throughout this dissertation I have explored firstly how values play a significant part 

in decision-making, and subsequently, how these values impact climate change adaptation options. 

In particular, I have discussed the impact of perceived risk, and the influence that this can have on 

adaption decisions. I have highlighted the no-regrets framework as a potential framework that 

could be employed to account for uncertainty in climate change outcomes, in a way that respects 

and values indigenous knowledge. This framework could also facilitate a collaborative approach, 

attempting to bridge the gap between local and global levels. Building upon this framework, I have 

considered its use in the settings where multiple risks are present, as we discovered in our research 

in Fiji. I have considered the no-regrets framework in light of the data collected from Navala, 

Votua and iTautoko, and discussed some trade-offs that would have to occur in the decision-

making in this context. Despite multiple risks being an added pressure and a factor that may be 

difficult to measure, as we consider the increasing impacts of climate change on our planet, it is 

imperative that we continue to strengthen frameworks that are flexible enough to deal with these 

variants and conflicting pressures. 

It is hoped that through focusing on flexible initiatives that seek to work collaboratively, 

sharing knowledge and experiences with one another,  progress might be made, at both community 

and policy levels, in looking towards an uncertain future, with no-regrets.  
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Appendix A – J. Wieland guiding questions 

My goal is to speak with people about their experiences in Fiji post-disaster, how 

they coped, how has life changed, and what (if any) changes they have noticed and/or made 

in order to be more resilient to climate change in the future?  

In addition to these conversations, I would also like to take field visits to witness 

the changes that they mention. If field visits are not possible, then participatory risk 

mapping would be useful, however I note that this may not be feasible.  

Research question around:  

 What, if any, changes have the locals observed and/or made in response to climate 

change? 

 What are the factors that influence the shift from emergency relief to long-term 

development in Fiji?  

Ideas on questions around their own experiences / disaster / rebuild / 

adjustments  

 How long have you lived here? Family? What does a normal day look like for you? 

 Can you tell me about your experience of TC Winston/other disasters? 

 How did that impact your day-to-day? 

 What techniques for resilience are common in the village? 

 How do you grow xxx? What happens when a storm comes? Have you had to change 

this technique since the cyclone/disaster?  
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Appendix B - Guiding questions 

Climate Change Adaptation in Post-Disaster Recovery Processes: 

Disaster-Affected Communities in Fiji 

NB: The following are to be used as guiding questions. In accordance with Fijian customs 

and traditions, focus groups, workshops and interviews will take the form of informal and 

conversational dialogues (e.g. talanoa, vanua) which differ from Western culture where interviews 

may have a much more formal character. Accordingly, the questions below are intended to guide 

the conversation, but may not be asked in totality or word-for-word. 

Selection of individual interview questions 

 Tell me about your experience of the cyclone – what happened? 

 What do you think were the reasons for the cyclone to happen? 

 How did the cyclone impact you, your household, and your community? 

 Were you involved in the disaster response and recovery at the community level? 

 What was the difference between before the cyclone and after the cyclone? 

 What did the cyclone mean for your livelihood? What was the impact on your work, 

crops, livestock, food security, mobility? 

 What were things that you would have liked to do in the response, but could not? 

Why? 

 How do you prepare yourself for future cyclone events? 

 What are other risks that you or your family are facing (aside from cyclones)? 

 How has your community changed compared with before the cyclone? 

Selection of focus group and workshop questions 

 What are areas in your community that were more severely affected by disasters 

than others? 

 Which groups in the community are particularly vulnerable when a cyclone occurs? 

 What are major factors that determine the vulnerability of individuals and groups? 

 What kind of organisational structure do you have in your village that coordinate 

disaster response and recovery efforts? 
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 What was the role of schools, religious organisations, etc. in the cyclone response 

and recovery process? 

 How did the community coordinate external assistance in the aftermath of the 

cyclone and in the long-term recovery effort? 

 How can the community prepare itself for future cyclone events? 

 What kind of strategies do households/professional groups in the community 

employ to reduce the risks of future disasters? 

 Aside from cyclones, what are other risks that the community is facing? 
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Appendix C - Journal questions 

Guiding Questions for Personal Journal – Cyclone Winston 

We are interested in your personal experience with the recent hurricane/cyclone that hit 

this area. The following guiding questions may be of help to write your personal story for us. 

 What are your feelings and thoughts about the recent hurricane (“Cyclone Winston”) 

that hit your community? 

 How did you prepare yourself for the cyclone? 

 What were the impacts of the cyclone on: 

o you as a person? 

o your household/family? 

o your village? 

 How did you recover/how are you recovering from the impacts of the cyclone? 

 Did you receive any kind of help/assistance from: 

o members of your family living in other places? 

o people in the neighborhood/community? 

o any organizations (government agencies, churches, NGOs, private 

companies, international aid agencies, etc.)? 

 How will you prepare yourself and your household for any future 

cyclone/hurricane? 

 Is there anything else you want to share with us?  
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Appendix D - Division of village for journals in Votua 

 


