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Institutional fit 

The sustainability of social-ecological systems depends upon our ability to match institutions to the 
defining features of the problems they are meant to address and the contexts in which they are used. 
Indeed, the problem of fit is both a growing empirical problem for policymakers and planners seeking 
to address mounting environmental issues and a defining feature of the Bloomington School of 
Institutional Analysis. However, despite considerable theoretical interest and empirical research 
progress in understanding the contexts in which different institutions are more or less likely to give rise 
to successful outcomes has been slow.  

 

Ecological institutional fit 

Do the institutions match the ecological or biophysical problems they are meant to address?  

• Spatial fit 
o Congruence between the geographical extents of ecological problems and institutions 

• Temporal fit 
o Rate of environmental change and the ability to devise and/or activate institutional 

responses 
• Functional fit 

o Alignment between the functional linkages of natural systems 

 

Social institutional fit 

Do the institutions match the preferences, values, and needs of human actors?  

• Procedural fit 
o Appropriateness of rulemaking processes (creating institutions) given the expectations 

and psychological needs of stakeholders 
• Temporal fit 

o Rate of socio-economic change and the ability to devise and/or activate institutional 
responses  

• Functional fit 
o Congruence between institutions and the social context in which they operate. Fit with 

patterns of resource use, as well as interplay with the values, beliefs, and social 
customs of affected groups. 

 

Social-ecological system institutional fit:  

Do context-specific institutional arrangements contribute to the sustainability of social-ecological 
systems? 
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30 by 30 initiative 

After extensive negotiations in the last years, the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework of 
the Convention on Biological Diversity was adopted in December 2022. Target 3 of the framework aims 
to elevate the global coverage of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation 
measures to a minimum of 30 per cent by the year 2030 (also called '30 x 30 initiative'). This goal is a 
fundamental component of the worldwide endeavour to halt and reverse the decline of biodiversity. 
However, it is also intended to bring about advantages for both biodiversity and human society by 
“recognizing and respecting the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities, including over 
their traditional territories” (COP 15 2022). Scientists and conservation groups have lauded the 
ambitious framework, however, concerns persist such as goals to tackle the drivers of biodiversity loss 
and the lack of legally binding measures (Gilbert 2022). Social scientists pointed out that “achieving 
target 3 requires new knowledge about the social implications of different scenarios by which it might 
be implemented. Generating this knowledge will require innovative collaboration across disciplines and 
sectors.” (Sandbrook et al. 2023, p. 1). Other scholars mention that the social and economic impacts of 
the initiative need to be more considered to address social and environmental justice concerns 
(Schleicher et al. 2019). Reyes-García et al. (2022, p. 84) emphasize in their perspective on the post-
2020 Biodiversity Agenda “that transformative change requires the foregrounding of Indigenous 
peoples’ and local communities’ rights and agency in biodiversity policy”.  

 

Cultural institutional fit 

This article introduces the concept of cultural institutional fit which can be used to assess whether the 
institutions regulating protected areas adequately account for the different cultural knowledge 
systems, values, beliefs, customs, and resource uses of the affected human actors. 

 

Cultural Institutional fit 

Do the institutions match the different cultural knowledge systems, values, beliefs, customs, and 
resource uses of affected human actors? 

• Procedural fit 
o Appropriateness of rulemaking processes given the cultural differences of actors (E.g., 

procedural justice: Fairness of how decisions are made and by whom) 
• Temporal fit 

o Congruence between institutions and the cultural-historical context in which they 
operate 

• Functional fit 
o Accountability for different knowledge systems, e.g., Indigenous knowledge, western 

scientific knowledge and congruence with different cultural values, beliefs, customs 
and resource uses. 
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