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A B S T R A C T   

The increase in climate and weather extremes calls for a strengthening of resilience and governance in coastal 
areas. One of the primary challenges faced by decision-makers, managers, and communities in implementing 
measures to build disaster-resilient societies is that priorities vary depending on the location and are subject to 
diverse interpretations. This diversity makes resilience a societal issue, and its operationalization a challenging 
process. 

While the importance of resilience-thinking has gained widespread recognition in coastal management policy, 
and considerable research has been dedicated to defining the concept, there remains a scarcity of empirical 
studies delving into the discourse surrounding disaster resilience among stakeholders and its significance in 
managing complex situations. To effectively integrate resilience into the realm of coastal governance, gaining a 
better understanding of the concept is necessary. Engaging various actors in the assessment of a system’s 
resilience is vital as it holds the potential to uncover shared solutions. 

By employing the Grounded Theory Methodology approach and utilizing the diverse expertise and practical 
insights of 17 governance actors in the Po Delta in Italy, we identified key factors that should be considered in the 
policy design when operationalizing coastal resilience, with the notions of stability and transformation envi-
sioned as a central component of the strategy.   

1. Introduction 

The unprecedent pace of climate change has led to an increase in the 
frequency and severity of extreme events posing significant challenges 
for coastal areas (IPCC, 2022; Wardekker et al., 2010) and adversely 
affecting their capacity to deliver crucial, ecological, economic, social 
and cultural benefits (Littles et al., 2018). 

Effectively addressing such events requires a comphrensive assess-
ment encompassing the severity and frequency of hazards, the number 
of people and assets exposed to these hazards, their vulnerability to 
damage (UNISDR, 2015). Additionally, succesfull navigation trough 
these challenges involves assessing three primary factors: complexity, 
scientific uncertainty, and socio-political ambiguity (Klinke and Renn, 
2012; Aven and Renn, 2009). 

In alignment with this perspective, disasters, as highlighted by Lewis 
(1988), often exhibit a gradual onset when examined within the 

framework of local conditions and susceptibility. Within this context, 
given the inherent complexity of social and ecological systems, it is 
important to address the reduction of uncertainties (Kinzig et al., 2000) 
and to acknowledge that predictive models and preventive strategies 
frequently prove inadequate during the decision-making phase (Lakoff, 
2006; Folkers, 2021). 

Within this framework, resilience has gained recognition as a rele-
vant concept in the field of coastal management (Portman, 2018; Mas-
selink and Lazarus, 2019), serving as a central focus in both research and 
policy development across diverse sectors and scales (Bhamra et al., 
2011). Evaluating resilience capacity is thus considered a pivotal step 
toward Disaster Risk Reduction (Burton, 2012), complemented by a 
governmental approach to resilience (Pellizzoni, 2017). 

As society confronts with increasingly complex risks, the governance 
system experiences an elevated degree of intricacy (Jacobzone et al., 
2020), making essential the consideration of a multitude of perspectives 
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and values held by diverse stakeholders engaged in policy deliberations 
(De Marchi and Ravetz, 1999). It becomes essential to acknowledge that 
the actors involved in governing a territory and implementing initiatives 
for Disaster Risk Reduction and resilience are not external entities but 
integral components of the system itself. With increasing uncertainty 
and diverse “legitimate interests”, the formulation of definitive policy 
recommendations becomes impractical (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993). 
Underlining the pivotal role of a peer community in evaluating the 
multifaceted aspects of disaster risk proves thus pertinent, leading to a 
shift towards “post-normal science” (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003). 
However, the practical application of this concept in real-world sce-
narios remains largely untested. The prevailing body of literature pre-
dominantly focuses on the normative question of “how things ought to 
be” often neglecting to elucidate “how things are” and “why things are 
the way they are” (Biesbroek et al., 2017, p. 64), engaging stakeholders 
in empirical works. 

Within this context, the inclusion of inputs from local stakeholders in 
environmental and developmental decision-making is advocated by 
both international and European frameworks, as exemplified by Article 
10 of Directive (2007)/60/EC. Specifically, the significance of involving 
stakeholders in flood risk management has been highlighted in policy 
and practical contexts within the European Union, as underscored by 
Tingsanchali (2012), and Begg et al. (2018). 

This study aims to complement the discussion on the operationali-
zation of coastal resilience, as previously addressed by Morelli et al.’s 
(2021) with the same group of stakeholders. Drawing from recurring 
themes in a series of semi-structured interviews, our work aims to move 
beyond the discourse on indicators and delve into the challenge of 
involving a subjective component delivering insights to guide the 
operationalization of resilience. 

2. Framing resilience, governance and stakeholders’ 
participation 

Over time, resilience has been extensively employed to address the 
intricacies of human-environment interactions (Olsson et al., 2015) and 
to bridge policy and science domains (Brown, 2016). Its measurement 
and comprehension have become crucial steps in identifying in-
terventions that can enhance society’s ability to cope with adverse 
events (Béné, 2013). Originally stemming from ecological theory (Hol-
ling, 1973), resilience entered sociology and human geography (Tobin 
and Witheford, 2002; Adger, 2000) in the late 1990s and it was 
employed to conceptualize complex, adaptive, and transformative social 
(Adger, 1999, 2000) and socio-ecological systems (Adger et al., 2005; 
Carpenter et al., 2001; Gunderson, 2010) capable of self-organization 
and adaptability to changing circumstances (Gunderson and Holling, 
2002; Biggs et al., 2015) 

Over the years, the concept of resilience has undergone multiple 
redefinitions due to different epistemological orientations and meth-
odological practices (Rodina et al., 2017; Ziervogel et al., 2017). One 
key issue has been determining system boundaries and the primary level 
of analysis for applying resilience, predominantly at the community 
(Ainuddin and Routray, 2012; Kafle, 2012; Cutter et al., 2014) and 
systemic levels (Marzi et al., 2019). 

The evolution of the meaning of resilience is evident in the defini-
tions provided in IPCC assessment reports. While in 2007, resilience was 
defined as “the ability of a social or ecological system to absorb distur-
bances while retaining the same basic structure and ways of func-
tioning” (IPCC, 2007, p. 37), by 2012 and 2014, the concept had 
expanded to include the enhancement of essential functions and “the 
ability to anticipate, reduce and accommodate or recover from the ef-
fects of a hazardous event in a timely and efficient manner (IPCC, 2012; 
IPCC et al., 2014, p. 1108). 

Resilience has become a multifaceted concept, a feature of the 
“system that emerges as a result of the ecological, economic, and insti-
tutional orders working in conjunction” (Aligica, 2014, p. 102). This 

multifaceted nature underscores the need to identify the factors 
contributing to resilience and how to measure them effectively. How-
ever, definitional challenges persist, making its operational use chal-
lenging (Alexander, 2013). 

The worldwide spread of the resilience approach has not resulted in 
universal definitions, as practitioners hold distinct viewpoints when 
adopting a concept tailored to specific contexts (Helfgott, 2918). 
Determining what is deemed valuable or represents an improvement or 
drawback depends on the observer’s perspective. Changes that benefit 
one group may potentially harm another, thus characterizing system 
resilience requires the participation of various stakeholders and experts 
(Helfgott, 2018). Concerns have been raised by some authors that 
resilience could potentially turn into an empty notion, serving as an 
ambiguous term exploited to justify almost any end (Porter and 
Davoudi, 2012). 

In the context of Disaster Risk Reduction, social-ecological resilience 
encompasses the notions of adaptation and learning to ensure the 
persistence of essential functions (Prior and Hagmann, 2014; Wardekker 
et al., 2010; Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018). While some argue that 
maintaining and enhancing adaptive capacity should be the primary 
goal of resilience (Klein et al., 2003), others contend that an exclusive 
focus on adaptation perpetuates the existing order and ignores trans-
formative capacity, which is essential for reshaping Disaster Risk 
Reduction (Redman, 2014; Manyena et al., 2019). The resilience 
thinking has been criticized for insufficiently addressing power dy-
namics and human agency, making the reconciliation of resilience with 
transformation difficult (Carr, 2019; Matin et al., 2018; Pelling and 
Manuel Navarrete, 2011). Cannon and Müller-Mahn (2010) have argued 
that resilience has a potentially problematic aspect as it removes the 
power dynamics associated with vulnerability. They further assert that 
the resilience approach might lead to interventions that blur the lines 
between politics and economics, framing them as impartial aspects of 
ecosystem management. This shift could downplay the political factors 
placing people at risk. 

Accounting for human agency offers the potential to incorporate the 
social dimension into resilience (Carr, 2019; Weichselgartner and Kel-
man, 2015; Kelman et al., 2016) and acknowledges that resilience is a 
concept charged with political implications and assumptions that 
require discussion (Pellizzoni et al., 2017a). 

Linked to the concept of resilience is preparedness, being prepared is 
part of the culture of resilience, despite the fact that preparedness 
maintains its own unique and distinct rationale. In accordance with 
Lakoff (2006), preparedness is a combination of both a mindset and a 
collection of strategies for contemplating and intervening in an uncer-
tain and potentially catastrophic future. 

The adoption of the resilience paradigm has shifted the focus from 
environmental determinism to social constructionism (Middleton and 
O’Keefe, 2006). Disasters are now seen not only as outcomes of hazards 
but also as manifestations of disequilibrium in land use and social 
structures, negatively impacting the community’s capacity to withstand 
shocks (Manyena, 2014). Recent examples include intense rainfall 
events causing flash floods in Liguria Region (Italy) during the autumn 
of 2011, and extreme storms leading to severe flooding in Italy’s Marche 
(September 2022) and Emilia-Romagna (May 2023) regions. 

Resilience has gradually made its way into the political arena, 
particularly in addressing governance mechanisms (Biesbroek et al., 
2017) and it is increasingly considered central in navigating governance 
complexities (Biesbroek et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2004). Modern 
governance theory emphasizes the combination of governing efforts, the 
diversity of roles, institutions, and actors wielding power, as well as the 
dynamic relationships among them (Kooiman, 2003; Pellizzoni, 2017). 
Governance is no longer limited to government activities but entails the 
ability to negotiate and share resources among various actors (Haward 
and Vince, 2008), with local-level institutions playing a critical role in 
fostering transformative and adaptive capacity. (Zolli and Healy, 2013; 
Frankenberger et al., 2013). In this framework local coastal governance 
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refers to the place-specific political and institutional processes involved 
in managing coastal areas. It sets the stage for collaborative efforts, 
involving stakeholders from the government, the private sector and civil 
society as indicated by Ojwang et al. (2017) and Celliers et al. (2020), 
integrating multiple values, interests and agendas (Chakraborty et al., 
2020). This makes coastal zones complex and contested areas where 
different uses overlap. Recognizing the importance of coastal gover-
nance necessitates acknowledging the diversity of human interactions 
and perspectives (Partelow et al., 2020). 

The International Risk Governance Council (IRGC, 2005) suggests 
considering resilience as a normative goal for managing complex sys-
tems dealing with uncertain events and involving stakeholders (Florin 
and Parker, 2020; Cadag and Gaillard, 2012). The normative dimension 
of resilience introduces the notion of desirability and the identification 
of improvements versus what is considered detrimental. Assessing pos-
itive and negative system attributes depends on the observer’s 
perspective (Helfgott, 2018; Walker et al., 2004). 

In the context of risk assessment, it’s crucial to recognize that human 
knowledge is inherently partial and incomplete (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 
1992; Renn, 2008). Uncertainty introduces subjective judgment, blur-
ring the once-clear line between facts and values, requiring a shared 
understanding that integrates evidence-based and value-based asser-
tions. The former describes conditions, relationships, and consequences, 
while the latter offers a vision of how things ought to be (Failing et al., 
2007). 

Consequently, there is a need for a fresh approach to navigate this 
ambiguity. Stakeholder participation emerges as a means to gather 
additional insights that can positively influence decision outcomes, akin 
to Keck’s interpretation of the role of sentinels in identifying emerging 
risks within the context of preparedness (Keck, 2015, 2020). To ensure 
that disaster resilience effectively mitigates the increasing risks of di-
sasters, it is essential to elevate the expert perspectives and needs of 
practitioners in the ongoing discussion (Keating and Hanger-Kopp, 
2020). 

3. Case study: the Po delta 

3.1. Flood risk governance and coastal management in the area 

Italy’s recent history has been marked by floods that have resulted in 
economic, social, and environmental harm. Projections suggest that, in 
the absence of adaptation measures, flood-related losses could reach 600 
million euros annually by 2100 (Carrera et al., 2015). 

High-risk areas for hydraulic hazards encompass 5.4% of the na-
tional territory, while medium-risk areas make up 10%, and low-risk 
areas, considering the worst-case scenario, account for 14% (Trigila 
et al., 2021). 

Modern flood risk management in Italy began in 1989 with the 
adoption of the first law on soil protection (Vitale and Meijerink, 2021). 
This legislation marked a significant shift by merging two historically 
distinct domains: hydraulic protection and soil preservation (Gallozzi 
et al., 2020). It also emphasized the significance of spatial planning 
measures (Vitale and Meijerink, 2021). 

Since 2007, Italy’s flood risk policies have increasingly reflected the 
central government’s influence, emphasizing an engineering-focused 
approach that prioritizes flood control infrastructure (Vitale and Mei-
jerink, 2021). Additionally, emergency management is coordinated with 
regional governments (Gallozzi et al., 2020). The national Department 
of Civil Protection, directly overseen by the Prime Minister, has taken on 
responsibilities related to disaster prevention, forecasting, monitoring, 
and coordinating response efforts (Legislative Decree No. 1 of 2018: 
Civil Protection Code). 

Simultaneously, the implementation of the EU Water Framework 
Directive (Directive, 2000/60/EC) and the Floods Directive (Directive, 
2007/60/EC) necessitated the coordination of Italy’s multi-level water 
governance, involving national, regional, and local levels, as well as 

river basin districts (Alberton, 2021). Law No. 221/2015 established 
seven Basin District Authorities (Autorità di bacino distrettuale) oper-
ating under the coordination, political guidance, and oversight of the 
Ministry of the Environment. The centralization approach has been 
reinforced by the composition of the Permanent Institutional Conference 
(Conferenza istituzionale Permanente), the decision-making body for 
the Basin District Authorities. This conference includes the Minister of 
the Environment, the Minister of Transport and Infrastructure, and, in 
some cases, the Minister of Agriculture and Forests, the Minister of 
Cultural Activities and Tourism, the Head of the Civil Protection 
Department, as well as the presidents of the relevant Regions and 
Autonomous Provinces or their representatives. Within this framework, 
local stakeholders and local governments are not effectively engaged, 
presenting a challenge for Italy’s water governance (Alberton, 2021). 

The initial move toward integrated coastal zone management in 
Mediterranean countries began with the “Recommendation on the 
Implementation of Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) in 
Europe (2002/413/EC)”. While some progress has been made in recent 
years in implementing this process, it’s important to note that the ma-
jority of efforts have been regionally or locally oriented, with fewer 
national-level initiatives (Cantasano and Greco, 2023). The European 
Union introduced a ‘Protocol on Integrated Coastal Zone Management in 
the Mediterranean’ in 2009, which has been endorsed by the EU Com-
mission. The document is currently pending ratification by Italy and it 
outlines a set of principles and objectives that include, among others, the 
commitment of the involved parties ‘to take the necessary measures to 
ensure the active participation of various stakeholders in the phases of 
formulating and implementing coastal and marine strategies, plans, 
programs, or projects, as well as in the issuance of various authoriza-
tions’ (Article 14 - Protocol on Integrated Coastal Zone Management in 
the Mediterranean).’ 

3.2. The study area: the Po delta 

The Po Delta, officially designated as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
in June 2015, represents one of Europe’s most densely populated and 
vital wetlands ecosystems, spanning the Emilia-Romagna and Veneto 
regions and covering an extensive area of 73,000 ha (Fig. 1). The Delta is 
relevant on multiple fronts, providing residential, recreational and 
economic functions, while presenting a complex and dynamic natural 
system (Corbau et al., 2019; Taramelli et al., 2015). 

The area is vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, including 
sea-level rise and extreme weather events (Taramelli et al., 2020; Tor-
resan et al., 2019). Moreover, the deltaic beaches are characterized by 
significant erosive phenomena attributed to the substantial reduction in 
the Po River’s sediment load and to the general shoreline retreat be-
tween 1945 and the latter half of the 1990s (Bondesan et al., 1995; 
Taramelli et al., 2015; Taramelli et al., 2018). 

The land is used mainly for agriculture followed by viticulture, 
horticultural cultivation and rice paddies, along with extensive lagoon 
fish farming, making the region economically significant for Italy 
(Simeoni and Corbau, 2009; Corbau et al., 2019). 

The municipalities encompassed in the area include: Adria, Ariano 
nel Polesine, Corbola, Loreo, Papozze, Porto Tolle, Porto Viro, Rosolina, 
Taglio di Po, Alfonsine, Argenta, Cervia, Codigoro, Comacchio, Goro, 
Mesola, Ostellato, Ravenna. Among these, nine municipalities are situ-
ated on the coast (five in the Emilia-Romagna region). 

The Veneto and Emilia Romagna regions have established two 
regional parks, and a significant portion of the Delta’s territory has been 
included in the EU Natura 2000 network for its high natural value. The 
geographical delta is predominantly located within the Parco Regionale 
Veneto del Delta del Po, covering an area of 12,000 ha. The historical 
delta, with a total area of 53,978 ha encompassing the territory between 
the provinces of Ferrara and Ravenna, forms part of the Parco Delta del 
Po Emilia-Romagna, extending from the course of the Po di Goro to the 
Cervia salines. 
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Within this area, local stakeholders have actively participated in 
collaborative approaches, leading to the adoption of the Environmental 
Plan of the Po Delta Veneto Regional Park in December 2012. Further-
more, they have been engaged in the integrated management of water 
resources through the efforts of the Po Delta Reclamation Consortium 
known as the ‘River contract.’ Simultaneously, community policies have 
been implemented through the Local Actions Groups Polesine Delta del 
Po (for the Veneto territory) and Delta 2000 (for the Emilia-Romagna 
area). These groups comprised both public and private entities repre-
senting diverse socio-economic interests. 

4. Materials and methods 

4.1. The stakeholders’ semi-structured interviews 

Incorporating the concept of resilience into policy discussions in-
troduces complexities tied to deliberations and the trade-offs required in 
decision-making (Parsons and Thoms, 2018; Parsons et al., 2017). To 
explore the integration of resilience as a guiding principle in the 
governance of the region, we conducted a series of semi-structured in-
terviews with a diverse group of stakeholders working for various or-
ganizations involved in Disaster Risk Reduction, possessing expertise in 
coastal governance and local development. 

In the stakeholder selection process, we included entities that have 
been ‘actively involved in managing disasters before, during and after 
events and whose interests may be negatively affected in consequence of 
a disaster’ (Mojtahedi and Oo, 2017, 40). Additionally, participants 
holding key managerial positions and influencing the strategies of the 

entities, were included. The seventeen selected interviewees represented 
their own viewpoints, ensuring a broad spectrum of perspectives and 
experiences, encompassing aspects from risk management to consider-
ations of economic, environmental, and political dimensions. 

The table below provides an overview of the respondents’ institu-
tional affiliations and their respective roles. 

We utilized the Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM), a qualitative 
research approach developed by sociologists Barney G. Glaser and 
Anselm L. Strauss in the 1960s. GTM aims to construct conceptual 
frameworks from gathered data. Our data collection began with semi- 
structured interviews, well suited for delving deeply into information 
(McNamara, 1999), exploring novel topics (Boyce and Neale, 2006), and 
constructing knowledge, as emphasized by Kvale and Brinkmann 
(2009). 

The primary objective of the interviews was to gain insight into 
stakeholders’ perspectives regarding community resilience and gover-
nance practices. The interviewees were asked to: i. Define resilience; ii. 
Identify resilience attributes that positively impact the enhancement of 
area governance; iii. Highlight local initiatives strengthening resilience 
against flooding; iv. Discuss the level of coordination among the in-
stitutions involved in the governance of the area; v. Identify the main 
obstacles and challenges experienced in area governance; vi. Describe 
any participatory processes, if applicable (the specific questions can be 
found in Annex I). 

To facilitate subsequent analysis and comparison, we posed the same 
semi-structured questions to all interviewees, allowing some flexibility 
to clarify responses and incorporate emerging knowledge throughout 
the research process (Charmaz, 2006). 

Fig. 1. The Po Delta study area and its municipalities.  
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We avoided abstract questions to prevent confusion among partici-
pants (Ritchie et al., 2003) aiming for straightforward, concrete ques-
tions in everyday language, to yield comprehensive data that could 
enhance theoretical comprehension (Kvale, 1996). 

Seventeen in-depth interviews were conducted and analyzed. 
Following the principle of data saturation, the point where additional 
data do not provide any fresh and additional insights, (Guest et al., 2006; 
Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Saunders et al., 2018), we decided to not 
proceed with more than 17 interviews as the latter ones did not 
contribute novel perspectives. 

Upon collecting and transcribing the semi-structured interviews, we 
conducted a comprehensive review of all responses to gain a profound 
understanding of the raw data (Charmaz, 2006; Silverman and Marvasti 
2008). In our analytical process, we initially deconstructed the in-
terviews into smaller units, like words or phrases, and assigned 
descriptive codes to them to identify concepts and patterns without any 
preconceived ideas. Subsequently, we interrelated these codes and 
sought connections between concepts, ultimately grouping them into 
broader categories used as headings in the forthcoming tables. 

5. Results: the stakeholders’ perspective on coastal resilience 
and governance 

Through the interviews, a substantial amount of valuable informa-
tion was gathered. The categories derived from the responses are pre-
sented in Tables 1–5 and are associated with the stakeholders’ 
perspectives on the: i. Definition of resilience; ii. Dimensions relevant for 
achieving resilience and enhancing area governance; iii. Local initiatives 
enhancing resilience; iv. Level of coordination among the institutions 
involved in the governance of the area; v. Primary obstacles and chal-
lenges encountered in area governance; vi. Presence of participatory 
processes. 

An analysis of the concept of resilience revealed that, according to 
the respondents, the debate surrounding the term can be recontextual-
ized into two categories: resilience as the capacity to withstand and 
rebound to previous conditions, thereby favoring existing dynamics 
(Redman, 2014), and resilience as the capacity to respond, recover, and 
transform (Cutter et al., 2008; Pfefferbaum et al., 2015). 

In Table 2, below, responses have been organized based on the 
respective categories that emerged from the interviews. 

As we progress in examining the perspectives of local stakeholders 
regarding resilience, we have inquired about the dimensions they deem 
essential for nurturing resilience and enhancing area governance. These 
dimensions are envisioned to translate into actionable strategies at the 
organizational level. 

From these discussions, five overarching categories have emerged, as 
outlined in Table 3. 

As the third stage of our investigation, we delved into the existence of 
local initiatives considered relevant for constructing a resilient com-
munity. The responses are detailed in Table 4. 

From the respondents, two distinct viewpoints emerged: i. Partici-
pants acknowledge the presence of initiatives aimed at fostering 

Table 1 
List of the interviewed stakeholders, their roles and belonging institutions.  

Institution type People interwiewed and role 

Consorzio di Bonifica of Veneto Region 
(Reclamation consortium: in charge of the 
water management for agricultural 
irrigation; soil protection; maintenance of 
the hydraulic infrastructures) 

Top management - 1 person 

Emilia-Romagna regional coordination office 
for risk (forecasting and prevention) 

Top management - 1 person 

Environmental group operating in the Emilia 
Romagna region 

Top management and academic − 1 
person 

Environmental group operating in the Veneto 
region 

Top management and civil servant 
in a regional authority - 1 person 

Trainer of the Civil protection’s volunteers 
(Emilia-Romagna) 

Executive - 1 person 

Vice Mayor of one of the municipalities of the 
Po Delta 

1 person 

Emilia- Romagna Institute for the cultural 
heritage and landscape protection 

Middle management - 1 person 

Emilia-Romagna Regional Agency for 
Prevention, Environment and Energy - 
Hidro-Meteo-Climate Department 

Top management - 1 person 

Research center for the tourism and 
commerce sectors (working in cooperation 
with the Italian Enterprise Confederation) 

Top management - 1 person 

Politician - Member of the Emilia-Romagna 
legislative assembly 

1 person 

Local Action Group (GAL) for the valorisation 
of the Po Delta area (actuator of the 
Community sectorial policies of the 
Veneto Region) 

Top management - 1 person 

Veneto Region - Civil protection – Department 
for the 
Emergency Coordination 

Top management - 1 person 

Veneto Region - Civil protection – Department 
for Planning 

Top management - 1 person 

Emilia-Romagna Regional office for Land and 
Coastal defense 

Middle management - 1 person 

Emilia-Romagna Regional office for the 
biodiversity protection 

Top management - 1 person 

Local Action Group (GAL) for the valorisation 
of the Po Delta area (actuator of the 
Community sectorial policies of the 
Emilia-Romagna Region) 

Top management - 1 person 

Italian Farmer’s Confederation - Headquarter 
of the Ferrara 
Provincial Office 

Top management - 1 person  

Table 2 
Categories and narratives of the term resilience.  

Capacity to resist and bounce back to 
previous conditions 

Capacity to respond, recover and 
transform 

“Resilience is the 
capacity of a 
territory to 
resist” 
(Environmental 
group operating 
in the Emilia- 
Romagna region) 
“Is the capacity 
to resist and 
reorganize also 
under uncertain 
conditions” 
(Vice-Mayor) 
“Is the capacity 
to resist to 
natural events” 
(Regional agency 
for Prevention, 
Environment and 
Energy) 
“Resilience 
means to be able 
to resist to 
external stressors 
also under 
uncertain 
conditions” 
(Regional office 
for the 
biodiversity 
protection) 

“Resilience is the 
capacity to bounce 
back to the 
previous condition” 
(Politician and 
Representatives of 
the Local 
Action Group for 
the valorisation of 
the Po Delta area in 
the Emilia- 
Romagna region) 
“Resilience is the 
ability to return to 
the starting point 
conditions” (Italian 
Farmer’s 
Confederation) 
“Resilience means 
to recover the 
previous state, it 
allows to deal with 
complex problems” 
(Environmental 
group operating in 
the Veneto region) 
“Ability to adapt to 
changes and new 
conditions” (Local 
Action Group 
for the valorisation 
of the Po Delta area 
in the Veneto 
region) 

“Is the capacity to 
respond in an 
active and 
transformative 
way” (Civil 
protection 
Department for 
Planning) 
“Ability to face 
Difficulties” 
(Regional office 
for Land and 
Coastal defense) 
“Ability of a group 
to face 
catastrophic 
events also under 
uncertainty” 
(Research center 
for the tourism 
and commerce 
sectors) 
“Capacity to 
respond to critical 
situations with an 
open approach” 
(Civil protection 
Department for 
the 
Emergency 
Coordination) 

“The ability to 
reorganize and 
transform” 
(Institute for 
the cultural 
heritage and 
landscape 
protection)  
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dialogue, empowering citizens, and mitigating risks, thereby being seen 
as contributing to the development of a resilient community; ii. Partic-
ipants express concerns about the lack of initiatives focused on pro-
moting resilience. In this regard, grassroots environmental groups in the 
Veneto and Emilia-Romagna regions highlighted issues such as insuffi-
cient attention to biodiversity preservation, hydraulic interventions fa-
voring the fishing sector without a long-term vision, and a lack of 
institutional capacity for integrated action. Prioritizing climate change 
and resilience in the political agenda was also identified as a gap. This 
perspective was echoed by the Italian Farmer’s Confederation repre-
sentative, emphasizing resource limitations and interventions primarily 
focused on the emergency phase. Additionally, concerns about land 
consumption and its adverse impact on constructing a resilient com-
munity were particularly emphasized by four respondents. The inter-
viewee from the Civil Protection Department for Planning stated: 
“Political initiatives at the social and economic levels should be 
informed by an awareness of the risks present in the territory. Unfor-
tunately, politicians continue to consume the land, despite our repeated 
warnings that this area faces a hydraulic risk”. The respondent from the 
Emilia-Romagna regional agency for Prevention, Environment and En-
ergy along with the one from the Emilia-Romagna regional coordination 
office for risk forecasting and prevention, expressed similar views: “The 
recent regional law on land-use planning does not align with the 

objective of building a resilient community”; “The regional law on land- 
use is moving in the opposite direction of creating a resilient territory.” 
Lastly a trainer of the Civil Protection’s volunteers remarked: “There is 
more emphasis on new buildings, even though nobody is purchasing 
these houses, rather than maintaining hydraulic infrastructures." 

The categories arising from the responses provided by participants 
who recognized the presence of initiatives are detailed in Table 4. 

The fourth and fifth sections of the interviews were dedicated to 
understanding the governance of the area through the lens of resilience 
and exploring the intricacies within its processes. This investigation 
aimed to uncover aspects deemed essential for enhancing the resilience 
of socio-ecological systems, focusing particularly on institutional coor-
dination, potential bottlenecks, and the participation and co-production 
of collective decisions. 

It is important to note that all respondents held leadership positions, 
providing them with profound insights into inter-institutional dynamics. 

To evaluate the level of coordination among the institutions oper-
ating in the area, interviewees were asked to rate it using a Likert scale, 
offering options such as ‘inadequate,’ ‘sufficient,’ ‘adequate,’ ‘good,’ and 
‘optimal.’ The majority of interviewees regarded the coordination as 
‘adequate’ or ‘sufficient.’ Notably, none selected ‘good’ or ‘optimal,’ and 
only a few provided explanations for their choices. Respondents who 
elaborated on their choices expressed particular criticism concerning the 

Table 3 
Dimensions considered relevant for the resilience and governance of the area.  

Awareness of risk and 
preparedness 

Socio-economic development Social cohesion Diversity of expertise Organisational actions 

“The existence of pre-alert 
systems” (Regional 
agency for Prevention, 
Environment and Energy) 
“Risk awareness and to 
know how to behave” 
(Civil protection - 
Department for the 
Emergency Coordination) 
“The awareness of risk 
fostered through moments 
of information and 
training” (Regional office 
for Land and Coastal 
defense) 

“The population’s know-how and 
the strengthening of skills able to 
promote the socio-economic 
development are fundamental for 
building a resilient community and 
improving the governance of the 
area” (Vice Mayor) 
“The cultural dimension is central 
to fostering a resilient community 
with a consequent positive effect 
on the governance of the area” 
(Local Action Group for the 
valorisation of the Po Delta area in 
the Emilia-Romagna region) 
“We need life-long learning 
education for promoting the 
social-economic development of 
the area with a consequent 
positive effect on the governance 
of the area from a disaster risk 
reduction perspective” 
(Environmental group operating in 
the Emilia-Romagna region) 

“Social ties, networks and the 
active participation of citizens to 
the activities present in their 
territory are important to build 
resilience and benefit also the 
governance responses” (Civil 
protection - Department for 
Planning) 
“The population’s ties and 
cohesion” (Environmental group 
operating in the Veneto region) 
“Sense of belonging and 
knowledge of the territory are 
important drivers of resilience and 
central aspects to address the 
problems faced in the governance 
of the area” (Civil protection - 
Department for the Emergency 
Coordination) 
“Inhabitants’ knowledge of the 
territory and its features” (Vice 
Mayor) 
“Sense of belonging, local identity 
and strong tie connection with the 
environment” (Politician) 
“People and population must be 
involved in the management of 
their territory, this has a positive 
effect on the enhancement of 
resilience as well as on the 
governance” (Regional office for 
biodiversity protection) 
“The presence of the population is 
central to guarantee the territory’s 
resilience, in this sense an 
agriculture that wants to preserve 
the landscape is particularly 
important, we must avoid the 
overbuilding and pay attention to 
the planning rules which affect the 
spatial, socio-economic 
characteristics and adaptation 
capacities of an area” (Italian 
Farmer’s Confederation) 

“We need a multidisciplinary 
debate, different competencies 
working together, a mosaic is more 
resilient than a slab, local actors 
should work with each other and 
share the different expertise, this 
has a positive effect on resilience 
and governance of the area” 
(Environmental group operating in 
the Emilia-Romagna) 
“The economic diversification, if the 
economy of a territory is based on a 
single sector and this undergoes a 
crisis, it is a social tragedy and the 
risk is to assist to a progressive 
depopulation” (Local Action Group 
operating in Emilia-Romagna) 
“The economic diversification is 
central to keeping a territory alive” 
(Research center for the tourism and 
commerce sectors) 

“To build a resilient 
community the allocation of 
dedicated resources by 
institutions is central” 
(Environmental group 
operating in the Emilia- 
Romagna) 
“It is necessary to act in a 
coordinated manner” (Local 
Action group operating in 
Veneto region) 
“the resilience issue must be 
faced with an organizational 
approach and dedicated 
resources” (Trainer of the Civil 
protection’s volunteers) 
“ad hoc public investments are 
needed” (Italian Farmer’s 
Confederation)  

A. Morelli et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Ocean and Coastal Management 251 (2024) 107045

7

institutional coordination level. A significant issue highlighted was the 
fragmentation in the area’s governance, posing challenges not only in 
day-to-day administration but also during emergency scenarios. In-
terviewees emphasized the involvement of two distinct Natural Parks, 
each adhering to different rules, policies, and priorities, alongside other 
organizations such as municipalities, all struggling with coordination 
issues. 

The lack of a satisfactory level of coordination underscores various 
weaknesses pinpointed by the interviewees: i. Short-term political ob-
jectives; ii. Insufficient resources for managing emergencies; iii. Insti-
tutional fragmentation, along with inadequate communication and 
collaboration; iv. The geographical characteristics of the area. 

All these factors are perceived as impediments to formulating a 
strategy aimed at fostering a resilient community and enabling 
comprehensive decision-making across the system. 

Table 5 below presents an overview of responses for each category. 
The sixth and final aspect under investigation revolves around 

participatory processes within the area. Responses can be categorized 
into two groups: i. effective participation; ii. symbolic participation. 
These delineations are outlined in Table 6 below. 

Broadly, interviewees express criticism and highlight the limited 
engagement of local communities, primarily attributed to the perceived 
lack of sincere interest among institutional actors. Citizen participation, 
interaction with authorities, and their influence on decision-making are 
viewed as limited, with actions primarily determined by institutional 
actors. 

6. Discussion 

The formulation of policies involves complex processes 

encompassing diverse aspects, including political, institutional, stake-
holder, and community dimensions (Orach and Schlüter, 2016). In an 
uncertain and constantly evolving world, the adoption of a resilience 
approach is gaining prominence as a guiding principle in public policy 
(Parsons and Thoms, 2018). Resilience underscores humans’ capacity to 

Table 4 
Local initiatives relevant to building a resilient community.  

Empowerment and dialogue Risk knowledge and mitigation 

“There are local initiatives dedicated to 
informing and raising awareness 
among the public about the 
significance of their local environment. 
This information-sharing serves as a 
means to empower individuals. It is 
important to note that the Po Delta 
area is not a natural landscape; rather, 
it is a product of human activity” 
(Institute for the cultural heritage and 
landscape protection) 
“The constant dialogue among local 
stakeholders. One example of 
successful dialogue is represented by 
the path that led to the recognition by 
MAB-UNESCO of the Po Delta 
Biosphere Reserve” (Action Group for 
the Local development in the Veneto 
region and Politician Member of the 
Emilia-Romagna legislative assembly) 
“Cooperation among the actors in the 
area: in one of the municipalities, 
schools together with the university 
have proposed a project for the 
requalification of a neighborhood” 
(Research Center for Tourism and 
Commerce) 
“The River Mouth Contract, a 
voluntary agreement entered into by 
local stakeholders and the institutions 
operating within the same area, 
enabled the adoption of a range of 
solutions where public benefit, 
economic viability, social significance, 
and environmental sustainability took 
center stage” (Reclamation 
consortium) 

“The interventions on rivers banks 
contribute to foster resilience” (Civil 
protection – Department for Emergency 
and Coordination) 
“Efficient management of the hydraulic 
aspects in the region plays a pivotal role 
in building a resilient community 
(Reclamation consortium) 
“After the implementation of the Floods 
Directive, various activities have been 
organized to raise awareness of risk 
within the municipalities.” (Vice Mayor) 
“Civil protection initiatives targeting 
schools have been carried out” (Office 
for Land and Costal defence)  

Table 5 
The table illustrates the categories related to the identified weaknesses.   

Short-term 
political goals 

Lack of resources Fragmentation The Physical 
characteristics of 
the area 

“There are no 
policy plans 
that 
incorporate 
medium and 
long-term 
objectives. 
The political 
landscape 
lacks a 
forward- 
looking 
perspective” 
(Trainer of the 
Civil 
protection’s 
volunteers) 
“There is not 
enough 
planning, also 
in the 
emergency 
sphere” (Civil 
protection – 
Department 
for Planning) 

“There is an 
insufficient 
allocation of 
resources to 
translate 
emergency plans 
into actionable 
initiatives. 
Building resilience 
necessitates the 
transformation of 
resilience concepts 
into tangible 
actions”. 
(Reclamation 
consortium) 
“We have the 
emergency plans, 
but most of the 
municipalities do 
not have adequate 
resources and 
technical staff to 
implement them” 
(Civil Protection) 
“If I have a 
monitoring 
system, without 
maintenance, the 
monitoring system 
is not resilient. 
Resources are 
lacking, the 
construction of a 
resilient 
community 
depends also on 
the monitoring 
you are able to 
carry out” 
(Regional Agency 
for Prevention, 
Environment, 
Energy) 
“There is a concern 
regarding the 
communication of 
risk to citizens. 
There are no 
clearly allocated 
resources or 
guidelines 
specifying 
institutional 
responsibilities. 
While there is a 
procedure in 
place, there is a 
lack of clarity on 
its 
implementation” 
(Civil Protection – 
Emergency 
Coordination) 

“It is difficult to 
create 
opportunities for 
real cooperation 
and networking, 
even though there 
is a common 
environmental and 
tourism vocation” 
(Vice Mayor) 
“The fragmentation 
of the area among 
several institutions 
with a poorly 
coordinated 
communication 
makes it difficult to 
put in place a real 
and common 
strategy” (Institute 
for the Cultural 
Heritage and 
Landscape 
Protection) 
“The area is 
fragmented among 
several institutions 
with poor 
communication, 
this represents the 
main bottleneck. 
According to my 
opinion the 
municipalities 
should be grouped 
in a network” 
(Research Center 
for Tourism and 
Commerce) 
“Fragmentation is a 
weakness. There is 
a lack of technical 
staff, as well as poor 
insterinstitutional 
communication” 
(Regional office for 
the biodiversity 
protection) 
“In the area we 
have institutions 
such as natural 
parks that follow 
their own strategy 
and do not really 
share a common 
vision” (Italian 
Farmer’s 
Confederation) 

“To me a 
bottleneck is 
represented by 
the physical 
features of that 
area, being a 
large part below 
the sea level” 
(Regional office 
for land and 
coastal defense) 
“This is a very 
remote area, 
difficult to reach, 
the management 
is therefore 
complicated” 
(Environmental 
group operating 
in the Emilia- 
Romagna region) 
“These territories 
are remote, not 
easy to reach, it is 
difficult to 
promote an 
economic 
development, in 
the long period 
the risk is 
depopulation” 
(Local Action 
groups operating 
in the Veneto and 
Emilia-Romagna 
regions)  
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anticipate and shape future trajectories, emphasizing the importance of 
defining principles, capabilities, and attributes that can inform local 
governance mechanisms and development strategies. However, inte-
grating this approach into policy initiatives remains challenging. Hence, 
the primary objective of this study has been to take a step further in 
understanding how the application of resilience-thinking can enhance 
coastal governance, employing the Po Delta area as an illustrative 
context. 

Our investigation has raised several important issues within the 
realm of resilience. Primarily, among stakeholders, diverse in-
terpretations of resilience exist, underscoring that the application of 
“resilience theory” remains an ongoing subject of debate (Olsson et al., 
2015). While some stakeholders perceive resilience as the ability to 
rebound or withstand an event (Walker et al., 2004; Zhou et al., 2010), 
others conceptualize it t as a proactive notion linked to the capacity to 
respond, recover, and transform, implying changes in the previous state 
(Cardona, 2003; Klein et al., 2003; Pelling, 2003; Rose, 2004; Cutter 
et al., 2008). Despite these diverse definitions, interviewees consider 
resilience-thinking a valuable approach for addressing complexity and 

uncertainty, thereby fostering the development of adaptable and trans-
formative policies when necessary (Wilson et al., 2013). 

Concerning the factors that are considered desirable for enhancing 
resilience and the governance of the area, interviewees have identified 
the following elements: improved risk awareness and preparedness; 
enhancement of the socio-economic aspects; promotion of social cohe-
sion and territorial knowledge; increasing economic variety; institu-
tional coordination. 

Our findings emphasize the significance of acknowledging the di-
mensions considered relevant for fostering resilience-thinking within 
local governance. By prioritizing proactive measures, resilience can be 
perceived not merely as the sum of a system’s properties but as an 
ongoing learning process and outcome (Moser et al., 2019), comprising 
a series of initiatives to be implemented (Fallon et al., 2022). The 
identified drivers provide a foundational basis for shaping policies and 
programs, serving as a guiding framework for diverse activities, as-
sessments, communication endeavours, and evaluations. These princi-
ples, characteristics, and capabilities can be regarded as provisional 
frameworks, tested through their implementation in a variety of policy 
and program contexts (Parsons and Thoms, 2018). 

Similarly, our work highlights the challenge of operationalizing 
resilience in the area. Despite the acknowledgement of the concept as a 
fundamental principle in coastal management, its translation into 
tangible actions is considered limited or absent. Respondents held 
divided views with some recognizing initiatives aimed at empowering 
the community and mitigating risks and thereby contributing to build 
resilience, while others emphasized the absence of such efforts. Both 
groups noted the lack of formal integration of resilience into the political 
agenda and public policy initiatives. This outcome reinforces the idea 
that enhancing resilience in practice needs the development of context- 
based metrics (Townend et al., 2021) and the use of the “resilience” label 
to clearly allocate financial resources, align objectives, and establish a 
new realm of action (Grodal, 2007; Bartley, 2007). In our case study, 
these metrics could be exemplified by the 41 variables identified by the 
same group of stakeholders involved in this study, as previously dis-
cussed in Morelli et al. (2021). 

Furthermore, despite the acknowledgemt in the literature of 
collaborative processes as crucial for operationalizing resilience 
(Rodina, 2019), our findings shed light on the absence of collaboration 
in the decision-making process within the examined context. A signifi-
cant observation from our study is that while coordination among or-
ganizations involved in the governance of the area is considered 
sufficient, it never reaches a level described as “good” or “optimal.” 
Interviewees perceive this as problematic, especially concerning emer-
gency management. Concerns were raised regarding insufficient coor-
dination and allocated resources for emergency plans and infrastructure 
maintenance. Multiple respondents highlighted the significance of the 
emergency aspect, emphasizing a risk-based perspective on resilience 
that concentrates on the system’s ability to absorb the consequences of a 
shock. The distinction between risk-based and resilience-based ap-
proaches, each with its temporal horizon, holds policy implications as 
they address complementary yet distinct requirements for system 
assessment and preservation (Linkov and Trump, 2019). This un-
derscores the importance of paying closer attention to the values and 
narratives that influence institutional work and foster a shared 
perspective (Coaffee and Clarke, 2015; Bohnsack et al., 2016; Beunen 
et al., 2017). The reconfiguration of institutional relationships through 
cooperation, networks, participation, trust, and reciprocity (Ifejika-S-
peranza et al., 2014) thus emerges as central. 

Moreover, interviewees reiterated their concern, underscoring the 
significance of the emergency phase and the limited resources allocated 
to address this aspect. This emphasis on the ability to absorb shocks 
indicates that the practical application of resilience-thinking, with all its 
facets, in local disaster governance is not straightforward. 

Lastly, resilience inherently involves participation and trust, partic-
ularly within governance contexts. Participation has the potential to 

Table 6 
The participatory processes in the area.  

Good participatory process Symbolic participation 

“The two deltas are MAB UNESCO 
biosphere, this means to have 
participatory processes in place” (Civil 
Protection) 
“Through the ‘River contract’ 
stakeholders have been involved and 
been very collaborative (Reclamation 
consortium) 
“The participatory process in our 
territory is very strong” (Vice Mayor) 
“At the national and regional levels, 
we conduct risk awareness campaigns 
targeted at the general public” 
(Agency for Planning, Environment 
and Energy) 
“The candidacy of the Po Delta at 
UNESCO’s biosphere has represented 
an important moment of participation, 
although it was not related to 
resilience in a strict sense” (Politician) 
“I am aware of the existence of a 
regional law that is important to 
promote a good public participation, 
but I am not able to provide any 
practical example” (Institute for 
Culture and Nature preservation) 

“The regional law concerning parks and 
nature conservation envisions a more 
proactive engagement of citizens, but 
this remains largely theoretical. There is 
a tendency to include only those 
stakeholders who hold more influence, 
particularly from an economic 
standpoint” (Environmental group 
operating in the Veneto region) 
“Participation exists primarily in theory. 
For instance, if we consider the Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (Valutazione 
Ambientale), it includes provisions for 
participatory elements. However, the 
meetings are scheduled on days and at 
times when people are at work, making it 
virtually impossible for them to attend."” 
(Environmental group operating in the 
Emilia-Romagna region) 
“Public participation is a mandatory 
requirement of the EU Floods Directive. 
Nevertheless, despite our efforts to 
organize meetings to encourage 
interaction with both local authorities 
and the public, only a limited number of 
individuals typically attended. 
Administrators often show interest in 
participating only when they are aware 
that the Directive imposes certain urban 
planning restrictions.” (Civil protection – 
Department for Planning) 
“Participatory processes may be in 
vogue, but their outcomes are seldom 
utilized, and they lack significant 
influence in the decision-making 
process” (Local Action Group operating 
in the Emilia-Romagna region) 
“In the past, participatory processes held 
more prominence, but nowadays, they 
have diminished at all levels. (Research 
center for the tourism and commerce 
sectors). 
“Politics often adopts a short-term 
perspective, prioritizing major projects 
over smaller yet critical interventions 
that require genuine participation” 
(Italian Farmer’s Confederation) 
“Stakeholders are engaged, but the 
ultimate decision rests with policy 
makers” (Regional Center for Bio- 
conservation)  
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accelerate learning and bolster resilience (Djalante et al., 2011). As 
highlighted by Schmidt et al., in 2014, cultivating trust stands as one of 
the most effective and critical components of participatory processes. 
However, despite interviewees underscoring the importance of diverse 
actors engaging to enhance governance, they express substantial skep-
ticism regarding the efficacy of the instituted participatory processes 
within the area. The marginalization of inclusion and democratic 
participation emerges as a recurring issue in governance, and extensive 
research indicates that, even when terms like “participation” are 
emphasized, citizens may not necessarily experience a concurrent in-
crease in influence (Bifulco, 2017). 

The elements identified as pertinent and pivotal for shaping and 
implementing resilience-based policies are represented in Fig. 2. 

The scarcity of resources allocated to monitoring systems and 
emergency plans, driven by short-term political objectives and the 
geographical features of the area (central to the territory safeguarding), 
are identified as the primary obstacles to fostering resilience. Cumula-
tively, these factors, alongside the importance attributed by the in-
terviewees to aspects such as enhanced risk awareness, social cohesion, 
institutional cooperation, and participatory processes, emphasize the 
significance of preparedness in shaping resilient systems (Masten and 
Obradovic, 2008). This requires conceiving preparedness as the 
outcome of actions motivated by societal and ecological care, rooted in 
the acknowledgement and preservation of fundamental in-
terconnections as they manifest in territorially unique contexts (Bifulco, 
2017). Achieving this demand “a shift from the short temporality of 
emergencies to the long temporality of ecologies” (Keck, 2020 p. 177). 

Determining who will be responsible for negotiating and establishing 
desirable outcomes, identifying the beneficiaries, and delineating the 
boundaries of the system in question, presents interesting challenges in 
the operationalization of resilience. (Mikkelsen, 2005). 

The strategy for shaping a resilient community through policy design 
would diverge depending on whether resilience is understood as a return 
to the previous state or as the capacity for transformation. As evident 
from the interviews, an ongoing and unresolved dilemma exists 
regarding the management of socio-ecological systems, emphasizing 
either “stabilization”, which operates within a short to medium tem-
poral scale, or “transformation” dealing with long term prospects. The 
act of bouncing back and immobilizing the system through stabilization 
restricts the potential for significant change (Dornelles et al., 2020) and 
it proposes employing strategies that aim to restore similar conditions 

following a disaster, often disregarding opportunities for enhancement 
or progress (Aldunce et al., 2014). 

A pivotal consideration revolves around which elements of the sys-
tem ought to remain constant and which are open to change, along with 
discerning which changes are considered an improvement (Helfgott, 
2018). 

Within this framework, prioritizing components such as monitoring 
systems, hydraulic intervention, and emergency plans, as recommended 
by some interviewees in the case of the Po Delta, heavily emphasizes 
resilience as the ability to swiftly act, resist and restore a previous state. 
This validates the adoption of rapid policies diminishing the opportunity 
to reassess and transform territorial systems, thereby neglecting the 
socio-economic dimensions of resilience. 

This approach is opposed to conceptualizing resilience as a trans-
formative process that embraces the involvement of communities. 
Emphasizing the significance of social cohesion and socio-economic 
development, as recommended by certain respondents, underscores 
the pivotal role of the social dimension. Aspects like participation and 
connectivity, significantly contribute to the construction of resilience 
(Gunderson and Folke, 2005; Norris et al., 2008). 

However, in order to purposefully make transformative changes, 
possessing a clear guiding perspective and establishing goals within 
governance processes (Abson et al., 2014; Spangenberg et al., 2015), and 
consequently formulating socially acceptable visions for the future be-
comes imperative (Rölfer et al., 2022). 

Interestingly, cooperation and participation emerged from the case 
study as relevant yet challenging aspects to prioritize in the local coastal 
resilience debate and the transformative processes. Interviewees high-
lighted the need to diminish fragmentation and involve all interests 
significantly as indicated in the following illustrative quotes: “The 
regional law concerning parks and nature conservation envisions a more 
proactive engagement of citizens, but this remains largely theoretical. 
There is a tendency to include only those stakeholders who hold more 
influence, particularly from an economic standpoint”; “We need to 
support and empower local communities”; “The fragmentation of the 
area among several institutions with a poorly coordinated communica-
tion makes it difficult to put in place a real and common strategy”. This 
resonates with the findings of Boyes and Elliott (2014) and observations 
by Nursey-Bray et al. (2014) concerning the decentralization often 
witnessed by governance systems and the fragmentation of management 
activities due to divergent interests among stakeholders. 

Fig. 2. Elements to consider when designing and implementing resilience informed policy and governance.  

A. Morelli et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Ocean and Coastal Management 251 (2024) 107045

10

7. Conclusion 

The challenges posed by climate change and its disruptive effects are 
growing, calling for a deeper understanding of complex coastal systems 
and the dynamics of human governance. 

Through a comparative analysis of stakeholders’ perspectives, the 
thematic findings delineated in this work offer insights and serve as a 
lens for shaping resilience-based coastal policies. This occurs while 
acknowledging the difficulties inherent in applying such an approach to 
a dynamic, unpredictable, and unfamiliar world. 

This endeavor involves nurturing participatory processes and insti-
tutional cooperation to advocate for long-term-focused policies. Hence, 
establishing a collaborative space for discussions becomes crucial to 
cultivating trust, facilitating learning, and establishing networks sup-
porting the implementation of flexible and adaptable governance mea-
sures aimed at building resilience. 

The adoption of a coastal resilience-based approach necessitates a 
robust commitment of national, regional and local authorities in 
fostering democratic empowerment processes. 

Employing collaborative management strategies to align socio- 
economic systems with environmental and technical decision-making 
stands as imperative. Simultaneously adopting a narrative that values 
local perspectives, and empowers smaller geographic scales is essential 
for catalyzing significant change. 
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APPENDIX I. SCOPING INTERVIEW FORMAT  

1. How would you define resilience?  
2. According to your opinion what are the resilience drivers having a 

positive effect on the improvement of the governance of the area?  
3. Are there measures and initiatives put in place by local organizations 

whose effect is to foster the resilience of the Po Delta Area? May I ask 
you to provide me with some examples?  

4. Using a Likert scale, may I ask to indicate how do you consider the 
level of coordination among the institutions operating in the area?  

5. According to your opinion, what are the main bottlenecks and crucial 
problems that are experienced in the governance of the area? May I 
ask you to provide me with some examples?  

6. Is there a participative process in the area? May I ask you to provide 
me with some examples? 
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