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The social values at risk from  
sea-level rise in Kingston Beach

Planning for sea-level rise often focuses on the 
physical impacts (e.g. erosion, flooding, loss of 
housing). But there are also social impacts (on lifestyle 
and wellbeing). Not considering the social impacts 
can overlook non-material consequences that are 
important to the everyday lives of residents. ‘Values-
based’ approaches have been developed in an effort 
to shift the balance of adaptation planning from 
physical impacts, by putting the lifestyle and wellbeing 
attributes that matter most to communities at the 
centre of adaptation analyses (O’Brien and Wolf, 2010). 

The aim of this study was to evaluate the potential 
usefulness of two values-based approaches, to 
understand whether either or both could inform 
more socially oriented adaptation responses. The two 
approaches tested were:

•	 the lived values approach - which looks at what 
aspects of people’s everyday lives are important 
(e.g. Graham et al., 2014)

•	 the landscape values approach which looks at 
where certain values are associated with coastal 
landscapes (e.g. Novaczek et al., 2011).

The study was undertaken in the coastal suburb of 
Kingston Beach, Tasmania, to identify the lived and 
landscape values that exist within the community 
and how these could be affected by sea-level rise. 
The landscapes considered in the study are shown in 
Figure 1.

A study was conducted at Kingston Beach, 
Tasmania, comparing ‘lived values’ and 
‘landscape values mapping’ approaches to 
understand the social risks of sea-level rise. 
The study pinpointed a number of important 
social values and was able to identify 
groupings of community members that 
might be impacted differently by adaptation 
measures or failure to adapt. The study 
considered whether either or both approaches 
were likely to meet the local adaptation 
planning needs of the council. 
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The study was undertaken in six steps: 

1.	 Place-based observations: Eight place-based 
observations were undertaken to reveal residents’ 
social values.

2.	 Semi-structured interviews: Ten semi-structured 
interviews were completed to capture the diversity 
of residents’ values.

3.	 Mail-out survey: Place-based observations and 
semi-structured interviews helped refine the 
questions in the mail-out survey. Surveys were 
distributed and a total of 322 responses received.

4.	 Analysis of lived values: Lived-value responses 
were collated and ranked based on the survey 
results in terms of importance to the community.

5.	 Analysis of landscape values: The relationship 
between residents’ values and landscapes was 
assessed.

6.	 Analysis of groups within the community: 
The community was grouped based upon life 
characteristics such as gender, employment status 
and community group membership. A statistical 
test was then used to evaluate whether there were 
significant differences between the groups with 
regard to their identified lived and landscape values.

Figure 1: Photographs of the low-lying coastal landscapes at Kingston Beach. © Tim Ramm.
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Key findings and lessons 
learned
1.	 The top lived values that were important to the 

everyday lives of residents in Kingston Beach were 
consistent with those identified in other south-
eastern Australian studies (see Figure 2).

2.	 Respondents assigned specific values to different 
low-lying coastal landscapes. For example, the 
beach was most strongly associated with values 
relating to recreational opportunities, no access 
restrictions and providing a sense of identity.

3.	 Respondents were classified into six groups 
based upon life stage, lifestyle and unique social 
values. This helped to understand how people in 
the community might be affected differently by 
sea-level rise. For example, the study found that 

while the local beach was highly important for 
recreational value to families and active younger 
residents, for others (e.g. community-minded 
volunteers or retirees) man-made features such 
as community halls and sports facilities were 
likely to be of greater importance as they facilitate 
important social interactions.

4.	 The non-material social impacts of sea-level rise 
are often overlooked in physical or economic 
risk assessments. The study suggests that lived 
values and landscape values methods provide 
complementary information for adaptation planning 
to better understand which aspects of people’s 
everyday lives are important, where certain values 
are associated with coastal landscapes, and who 
(i.e. which groups of people) is likely to be most 
disadvantaged by sea-level rise.

Figure 2: Importance of lived values. Bars refer to the number of respondents who ranked each lived value as 
‘very important’, ‘important’ or ‘not important’. Where bars sum to less than 322, this was because the remaining 
individuals stated that the lived value was not applicable or that they did not believe it existed in their community. 
© Tim Ramm.
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Conclusion 
The study found that values-based approaches are 
useful to practitioners involved in public decision-
making to:

•	 avoid underestimating climate change impacts

•	 identify groups of people who might be most 
disadvantaged by adaptation or failure to adapt (in 
order to further engage with these groups) 

•	 guide adaptation policies towards preservation of 
important lifestyle attributes in the community.
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