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Adaptation: Adjustment in natural or human 
systems in response to actual or expected climatic 
stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or 
exploits beneficial opportunities. Various types of 
adaptation can be distinguished, including 
anticipatory, autonomous and planned adaptation 
(IPCC WGII Glossary, 2007)

Adaptation: The process of changing to suit 
different conditions (Cambridge Online Dictionary)





Climate change



Adaptaton



How are we framing the problem?



 Problems that can be diagnosed and solved, generally 
within a short time frame, by applying established 
knowledge and know-how. 

 They are amenable to authoritative expertise and 
management of routine processes, building on current 
structures, procedures, and ways of doing things.

 Not limited to technological problems; can also include 
institutional, managerial, and behavioral changes.

Technical problems

(Heifetz et al. 2009)



Examples:
 Developing effective early warning systems;
 Building robust sea walls;
 Desalinating water;
 Producing meat in a laboratory;
 Inventing fabrics that cool the body;
 Revising building codes;
 Changing zoning laws;
 Revising insurance policies;
 Etc.



• Can only be addressed through changes in people’s 
assumptions, beliefs and worldviews and through changes 
in priorities, habits and loyalties. 

• They involve shedding some entrenched ways of thinking 
and being, tolerating disequilibria and losses, and 
generating the capacities needed to collectively thrive.

• There is no clear, linear pathway to follow when 
resolving adaptive challenges.

Adaptve challenges

(Heifetz et al. 2009)



Source: http://beatricebenne.com/2012/01/31/clocks-and-clouds/



 Most adaptive challenges also have technical dimensions 
to them. 

 Heifetz et al. (2009) warn that addressing an adaptive 
challenge as only a technical problem is destined for 
failure.

 Fortunately, we can identify some typical characteristics 
of adaptive challenges.



1) A persistent gap between aspirations and reality



2) Responses within the current repertoire are inadequate



3) Difficult learning is required



Hyper-complex problems
 Dynamic complexity: results when the causes and 

consequences are distributed over space and type, creating a 
lag between actions and outcomes. 

 Social complexity:  linked to diverse stakeholders with 
different values and interests who view climate change and its 
solution quite differently. 

 Emergent complexity: associated with non-linear changes that 
can result in new and surprising properties.

 Human complexity: cognition, perception, emotions, identities, 
and interests influence the way that changes in systems are 
perceived and addressed. 



4) New stakeholders across boundaries need to be engaged

http://www.byrchall.wigan.sch.uk/revision/index.php?title=Stakeholder



5) A longer timeframe is necessary



6) Disequilibrium experienced as a sense of crisis is starting 
to be felt 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/oxfam/10911483345/Charlie Saceda / Reuters 



7) You are convinced that everyone else needs to change or 
adapt



Why do we resist adaptive challenges?

 They create discomfort or disequilibria
 They involve real or potential losses
 They are difficult
 They call for deeper change



Diversion of attention

Displacement of responsibility

How do we resist adaptive challenges?



How do we respond to adaptive challenges?

 Learn to recognize the adaptive elements of the problem;
 Explore individual and collective blind spots;
 Recognize and work with different worldviews;
 Identify hidden assumptions and beliefs;
 Connect with the core values of others;
 Focus on the «adaptive work» rather than only the 

technical aspects of  climate change.



Norway: High Adaptve Capacity?
 One of the wealthiest countries in the world: GDP = 

55,000 USD (2012)
 Human development (HDI ranked as #1 in 2012)
 Egalitarian (Gini Index = 25)
 Gender equity: GII = 0.075 (2011)
 Official development assistance (0.95% of GNP)
 High levels of education
 Low levels of corruption,
 Etc. etc.







Norway as a winner



«We can adapt!»
 Winter temperature increases of 2.5 – 4oC by 2100;
 40% decrease in number of days with suitable skiing 

conditions by 2050 (compared to 1981-1999 period)



Traditonal values
 Snow cover is important to 

local and national identity
 Technical Problem: 

transform livelihoods, 
sustain rural populations, 
address psychological 
factors

 Adaptive Challenge: 
maintain cultural heritage 
and identity (through stories, 
art, museums)



Modern values
 Snow cover as a medium 

for winter sports (an 
important economic sector)

 Technical problem: snow-
making technologies, 
indoor snow domes, 
artificially cooled ski 
tracks; new sports

 Adaptive challenge: 
reconstruct or reinvent 
identity, find new or niche 
markets



Post-modern values
 Snow cover as a 

component of ecosystem 
integrity; systemic 
changes; distant impacts of 
climate change also a 
concern

 Technical problem: 
adaptive management, 
building resilience, 
promoting sustainability. 

 Adaptive challenge: 
recognition of mitigation 
as a critical form of 
adaptation



Connectng with people’s values



Implicatons for adaptaton
 Meeting adaptive challenges requires an adaptive 

formulation of the problem (i.e., we need to see exactly 
how the challenge comes up against the current limits of 
our own mental complexity), and an adaptive solution 
(i.e., we ourselves need to adapt in some way)



Implicatons for adaptaton
 We need to adapt from the «inside-out» first if we want to 

successfully adapt the world «out there» to climate 
change.

 It is difficult to change others «from the inside-out» (this 
can be oppressive and unethical). 

 It is more effective to build your own capacity to do 
«adaptive work» , i.e., help others deal with the adaptive 
challenge of climate change.



Adaptaton is not neutral
 ”The educated individual is the adapted person, because she or he is better 

”fit” for the world. Translated into practice, this concept is well suited to 
the purposes of the oppressors, whose tranquility rests on how well people 
fit the world the oppressors have created, and how little they question it. 
The more completely the majority adapt to the purposes which the 
dominant minority prescribe for them (thereby depriving them of the right 
to their own purposes), the more easily the minority can continue to 
prescribe.”

 ”… the oppressors develop a series of methods precluding any presentation 
of the world as a problem and showing it rather as a fixed entity, as 
something given—something to which people, as mere spectators, must 
adapt.”

Paolo Freire, 1970, Pedagogy of the Oppressed
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