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1. Introduction  

The concept of adaptive capacity is decidedly complex, and has to recognise the dynamic social, 
economic, technological and physical context that adaptation takes place within. The capacity to 
adapt to climate change at the community level will depend on a wide range of intangible 
variables, such as: flexible decision-making and governance; access and entitlement to key 
resources; and an enabling institutional environment. This complexity provides numerous 
challenges for our understanding of adaptive capacity at the local level, and how to go about 
conceptualise it. Reflected in this, many analytical frameworks for assessing adaptive capacity 
have largely focused on larger scales, such as at the national level, with little applicability for 
representing capacity at local and community levels where the majority of adaptation action will 
inevitable occur.   

In order to allow effective evaluation, it is first important to identify common characteristics that 
help to support adaptive capacity at the local level. The Local Adaptive Capacity framework 
(LAC), developed under the Africa Climate Change Alliance project (ACCRA)1
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, is one such 
initiative that attempts to move towards a better understanding of its core features through 
isolating five ‘characteristics of adaptive capacity’. Demonstrated through findings from field 
research across three African countries (Ethiopia, Mozambique and Uganda), this paper argues 
that frameworks for understanding and supporting adaptive capacity at the local level need to 
move away from focusing only on what communities have that enable them to adapt- such as its 
various economic, social, human, natural and physical capitals- to a greater acknowledgement of 

1 The Africa Climate Change Resilience Alliance (ACCRA) is a consortium working to increase 
governments’ and development actors’ use of evidence in designing and implementing both 
humanitarian and development interventions that increase poor and vulnerable communities’ 
adaptive capacity. Consortium partners include ODI, CARE, Oxfam GB, Save the Children and 
World Vision. For more information visit http://community.eldis.org/accra/ 
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what a community does that enables it to adapt- such as fostering innovation; promoting forward-
looking flexible governance; and re-defining maladapative norms, behaviours and institutions.  

By departing from traditional asset-based frameworks for conceptualising local adaptive 
capacity, the study highlights the important role that various intangible and dynamic processes, 
such as flexibility, innovation, and entitlements play in supporting capacity at the community 
level. Lastly, we explore how the LAC can be used to assess the important role that interventions 
not necessarily associated with climate change can play in helping a community’s capacity to 
adaptive to climate variability and change. In doing so the paper makes a number of 
recommendations for researchers, policy makers and development practitioners alike, in 
helping to move towards a framework for understanding of adaptive capacity at the local level 
with aim the ultimate aim of supporting interventions that help to enhance it. 

2. How has adaptive capacity been conceptualised thus far? 

In the context of climate change, adaptive capacity denotes the ability of a system to adjust, 
modify or change its characteristics or actions to moderate potential damage, take advantage of 
opportunities or cope with the consequences of shock or stress (Brooks 2003). The ability to 
directly measure and quantify an individual or community’s capacity to adapt to climate 
variability and change is not something that can be done empirically. This is further complicated 
by the fact that our understanding of adaptive capacity, and the process that govern it are not 
fully understood (Vincent 2007). Indeed, no universal agreement over its features and 
determinants at nation, community or household level exist. That being said, in order to be able 
to analyse adaptive capacity, it is important to first identify common characteristics that can 
help to enhance it at the local level. 

 Efforts to assess adaptive capacity are in their relative infancy, though there have been a 
number of recent attempts to both conceptualise and evaluate adaptive capacity at various 
levels (Vincent 2007). Given the lack of a holistic framework for evaluating adaptive capacity at 
the local level, as well as the dynamic and complex institutional environment within which 
adaption actions are carried out, current understandings of adaptive capacity remain simplistic. 
A large proportion of the assessments that have been carried out have been based their 
analytical frameworks on assets and capitals as direct indicators of adaptive capacity (Brooks et 
al. 2005; WRI 2009). At the national level these have largely sought to allow comparison 
between countries, and tend to rely on aggregate proxy data such as indices of GDP, Gini co-
efficients, and access to basic resources. At the local level, a number of studies have drawn 
strong parallels between adaptive capacity and the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SL), 
often using its five assets (natural, human, financial, social and physical capitals) as a basis for 
characterising adaptive capacity. 

3. Moving away from asset-based frameworks  

While existing asset-based approaches are helpful in identifying the resources that are available 
to a system- be it at the individual, community or national levels- in coping with and adapting to a 
changing external environment, they do not give sufficient recognition to the processes and 
functions that are so imperative to supporting adaptive capacity at the local level. These 
processes are far harder to measure, and are often intangible in nature: such as the ability to 
ensure flexible and inclusive governance, or the capacity to prioritise and ensure forward 
looking decision making processes. Yet, they play an integral part in determining the ability of a 



community to adapt to shock and stress, such as those experienced through climate variability 
and change. 

As alluded to above, conceptual characterisations and assessments of adaptive capacity at the 
local level have typically been synonymous with the SL framework’s five capitals (Daze et al. 
2009). Indeed, a number of studies have adopted these capitals as direct indicators for 
measuring adaptive capacity at community and household levels (Deressa 2008; Osman Elsha et 
al. 2005; Vincent 2007). The various links between sustainable livelihoods, availability of assets 
and capitals, and adaptive capacity are manifold and provide a useful starting point in helping to 
understand the drivers behind adaptive capacity. However, given that so much of the ability to 
deal with climate variability and change will depend on these intangible processes, relationships 
and functions, solely looking at the community or individual’s asset base is unlikely to give a 
complete picture of a system’s adaptive capacity. 

One attempt to more away from an asset-based framework is WRI’s National Adaptive Capacity 
framework (NAC), which focuses solely on the important roles that assessment, prioritisation, 
coordination, information management, and climate risk reduction each play in supporting 
adaptive capacity at the national level (WRI 2009). Though a useful step forward in helping to 
recognise the role of functions in supporting adaptive capacity, these five features do not speak 
directly to the local context, nor do they acknowledge the important role that capitals do 
inevitably play. With this in mind we argue that so as to move towards a more holistic 
conceptualisation of adaptive capacity at the local level, an effective framework will have to give 
ample recognition to the important, and overlapping, role of both assets as well as functions. In 
light of this, the ACCRA programme seeks to understanding the complex environment within 
which a community may seek to respond and adapt to an increasingly variable and changing 
climate (see Jones et al. 2010). 

4. What are the characteristics of adaptation capacity: insights from the LAC 
framework? 

Central to ACCRA programme is the development of the Local Adaptive Capacity framework 
(LAC) through which it highlights five distinct yet interrelated characteristics of adaptation 
capacity at the local level. Each of which is considered to be conducive to enhancing local 
capacity. The makeup of these characteristics is identified through extensive local and national 
consultation with various stakeholders, as well as being trialled through pilot studies across 
each of the three country sites. Through having conducted the stakeholder engagement process, 
the study identifies the following as principle characteristics of adaptive capacity: the asset base; 
institutions and entitlement; knowledge and information; innovation; and flexible forward looking 
decision-making (see Figure 1 and accompanying Table 1).  

These characteristics influence and determine the degree to which a community is resilient and 
responsive to changes in the external environment. As shown in Figure 1, the processes that 
shape these characteristics are very much interdependent: for example, flexible forward-looking 
decision-making often requires accurate and applicable knowledge, information and expertise; 
successful innovation may derive from effective and supportive institutions.  Yet they each serve 
a very important and distinct role in helping to promote the ability of a community in adapting to 
shock and stress. Though the degrees to which each are conductive to supporting adaptive 
capacity will inevitable depend on the location and the type of threat, it is thought that each of 
the five characteristics have a certain degree of commonality with regards to community 
response to climate variability and change.  



Figure 1: Conceptual diagram showing the relationships between characteristics of adaptive 
capacity at the local level 

 

Table 1: LAC’s five characteristics and summary of features 

CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES THAT REFLECT A HIGH ADAPTIVE CAPACITY 

Asset base Availability of key assets that allow the system to respond to evolving 
circumstances  

Institutions and 
entitlements 

Existence of an appropriate and evolving institutional environment 
that allows fair access and entitlement to key assets and capitals 

Knowledge and 
information 

The system has the ability to collect, analyse and disseminate 
knowledge and information in support of adaption activities  

Innovation The system creates an enabling environment to foster innovation, 
experimentation and the ability to explore niche solutions in order to 
take advantage of new opportunities 

Flexible forward-
looking decision-
making and 
governance 

The system is able to anticipate, incorporate and respond to changes 
with regards to its governance structures and future planning  



The framework does not describe what an adaptive system looks like: it is a framework for 
looking at features that tend to support adaptive capacity. The ‘characteristics’ may be present in 
different societies in many different forms. For example, adaptive capacity may be heightened 
where a community or household encourages innovation – the general characteristic – to take 
advantage of new opportunities presented. The specific features of any particular system that 
will encourage or discourage innovation may vary enormously. Including ‘innovation’ as a 
characteristic means that anyone using LAC will be prompted to think about innovation (see 
below) when analysing any aspect of the community/system, e.g. the impact of any development 
intervention. It does not mean that LAC assumes that innovation is always a prerequisite to 
increased adaptive capacity. Below we describe each of the five identified characteristics in 
greater depth. 

4.1 The asset base 

The ability of a community to cope with and respond to change depends heavily on access to, 
and control over, key assets (Daze et al. 2009). Typically, it is the poorest that are most 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and wider developmental pressures, in large part 
because of their lack of, or restricted access to, key assets and capitals. Poverty has many 
dimensions, not merely income. Assets include both tangible capitals (natural, physical and 
financial) as well as intangible ones (human and social) (Prowse & Scott 2008). 

The relationship between assets and adaptive capacity is complex. Lack of availability and access 
to appropriate resources may significantly limit the ability of a system to cope with the effects of 
climate change and wider development pressures. Equally, an effective asset base depends on 
the extent to which components within the system are substitutable in the case of disruption or 
degradation of one component. As a result, asset diversity, and the ability to access assets that 
are in some sense surplus and interchangeable, may each be as important as simple ‘asset 
abundance’ (Ospina & Heeks 2010).  

4.2 Institutions and entitlements 

Institutions are the ‘rules’ that govern belief systems, behaviour and organisational structure 
(Ostrom 2005). Communities with well-developed social institutions are typically better able to 
respond to a changing environment than those with less effective institutional arrangements. 
Defining a ‘well-developed’ institution is, however, problematic and subjective. Access to and 
control of assets is mediated through institutions and entitlements, or claims. At the community 
level these are generally ‘informal’ local-level institutions or rules, and may include: land tenure 
rules, such as claims to common property resources; the ways in which farmers share 
knowledge; family, clan and church networks through which assets are shared; and ‘rules’ 
(unwritten) governing the rights of women.  

Given that entitlements to ‘elements of adaptive capacity are socially differentiated along the 
lines of age, ethnicity, class, religion and gender’ (Adger et al. 2007, p.730), it is often thought 
that institutions that ensure equitable opportunities to access resources are likely to promote 
adaptive capacity within a community. Institutions cannot, however, be measured solely 
according to asset distribution. Dimensions such as participation in decision-making; how 
institutions empower or disempower people; and the extent to which individuals, groups and 
communities have the right to be heard may prove key in determining both the degree to which 
a community is able to adapt, and the direction in which it does so (e.g. in response to whose 
interests?).  



The institutional rules and behavioural norms that govern how individuals react in the face of 
shock and changing trends will also play a large role in adaptive capacity (Dulal et al. 2010). 
Social barriers to adaptation and the norms, rules and behaviour are all shaped by informal 
institutions, and can in many instances influence how individuals choose to cope and adapt to 
climate variability and change (see Jones, 2010). Another important component of the 
institutional environment is the capacity of institutions themselves to be flexible, and in some 
cases evolve, to allow communities to adapt.  

4.3 Knowledge and information 

Communities are often more likely to cope with change if they have appropriate knowledge 
about potential future threats, as well as an understanding of how to adapt to them. With this in 
mind, successful adaptation will require: understanding of likely future change and its 
complexity, knowledge about adaptation options, the ability to assess options, and the capacity 
to implement suitable interventions (Frankhauser & Tol 1997). Knowledge can also play a role 
in ensuring local empowerment and raising awareness of the needs of particular groups within a 
community (Ospina & Heeks 2010). Therefore, the way in which a system generates, collects, 
analyses and disseminates knowledge is an important determinant of adaptive capacity – with 
obvious links with the institutional context and the governance of knowledge.  

Local generation and exchange of information is again often classed as ‘informal’, and contrasts 
with more ‘formal’ information provided by external and/or state actors. Communities need 
systems that can both optimise ‘informal’ knowledge generation and sharing, and maximise their 
uptake and use of external, ‘formal’ knowledge sources. In many contexts, adaptation will 
require effective services from outside the community itself to support the use of information. 
These services include quality education, the generation of information and expertise on climate 
or agriculture and much more effective communication of that information than has often been 
the case (Nagy et al. 2006) . 

Adaptation to any hazard, including climate change, does not depend on information only about 
the hazard itself. A community’s ability to know where to find and use new crop species or to 
apply for financing to fund investment in agricultural change are as important as knowing the 
weather forecast, and how the climate is expected to change in the future. Similarly, an 
important aspect is general awareness-raising and capacity-building of stakeholders to inform 
adaptation decisions (McGray 2009). Relevant information needs to reach key stakeholders to 
ensure that actions are effective in the long term, and prevent maladaptive practices (i.e. actions 
or processes that may deliver short-term gains but ultimately increase vulnerability in the 
longer term). 

4.4 Innovation 

A key characteristic of adaptive capacity relates to the system’s ability to foster innovation and 
support new practices (Smith, Klein, et al. 2003). As social and environmental changes continue, 
communities will need to alter existing practices, resources and behaviours, or in some cases 
adopt new ones. Experimentation, innovation and adoption as part of the learning process are 
essential in ensuring the system’s ability to cope with and respond to changing circumstances. 
Moreover, innovation is crucial to enable a system to remain dynamic and functioning – though 
at the local level the willingness and capacity to foster innovation (and to accept failure) vary 
greatly.  



It is important to recognise that this is not only about ‘high-tech’ and large-scale innovation, but 
also micro-level initiatives, as many of the actions taken to adapt to changing shocks and trends 
will be done spontaneously or autonomously at the local level (Wongtschowski et al. 2009). 
Such local innovations are often not recognised in the face of more technological or 
infrastructural innovations – though care should be taken not to ‘over romanticise’ traditional 
local practices. Innovation is closely linked to knowledge and communication, as individuals 
analyse how best to take advantage of the opportunities presented by a changing environment 
(Wongtschowski et al. 2009), and to the asset base – which in part determines people’s 
economic ability to take risks and to find the investment to innovate.  

4.5 Flexible forward-looking decision-making and governance 

A system’s capacity to anticipate change and incorporate relevant initiatives into future 
planning and governance is an important aspect of adaptive capacity. Informed decision-
making, transparency and prioritisation are key elements of adaptive governance. Decision-
making and governance that is flexible, collaborative and learning-based may be responsive, 
adaptive and better able to cope with evolving circumstances. This recognises the importance of 
dynamic organisations, and the institutions, entitlements and assets they control in response to 
shock and changing trends (Smith et al., 2003). Moreover, decision-making systems can gain 
from being flexible enough to include new information and knowledge regarding changing 
environmental, social and political conditions. 

Supporting the capacities of formal organisations to deal with a range of shocks and trends, and 
to coordinate response options, may help to ensure that communities deal better with the 
impacts of climate change and wider development pressures (Tompkins & Adger 2004). An 
important part of this is ensuring that such organisations learn and are forward-looking in 
nature, anticipate future weaknesses and vulnerabilities and create opportunities for appropri-
ate adaptive actions. Taking a longer-term approach within governance and decision-making is 
crucial in order to prevent maladaptive interventions (Ayers & Huq 2009).  

Any analysis of governance must look both at the ‘technical’ capacity of institutions and the 
power relations behind decision-making. The decisions that are made are usually less about the 
‘technical’ features of decision-making forums and far more about whose voice is heard, and 
whose interests count. Various power imbalances exist in all societies – e.g. between rich and 
poor, between men and women and between old and young. How these imbalances are 
reflected in any specific society will influence the capacity of individuals to adapt to changing 
shocks and trends (Jones, 2010). LAC does not itself provide a tool for analysing power, 
accountability or responsiveness of governance structures, but the framework makes space for 
such analysis, using any methodology, to be included in an overall analysis of adaptive capacity. 

 4.6 Applying the LACF framework 

The five characteristics described under the LAC are a starting point to conceptualising adaptive 
capacity at the local level, and an entry point for discussion of national-level policies to increase 
community or household-level adaptive capacity. Further research will be needed to explore 
their relationships and roles, as well as to better understand the interrelations across each of 
the five characteristics. The framework has the potential to be applied in a number of contexts 
and for a range of purposes. Its initial application in the ACCRA consortium is intended to shed 
light on how wider development interventions impact upon a community’s adaptive capacity, 
both positively and negatively, and how existing approaches could be improved to optimise 



their contribution to communities’ adaptive capacity. The findings will be used to inform and 
improve ACCRA members’ policies and practice, to inform the wider development community’s 
work on adaptive capacity and as a basis for influencing national governments around their 
development and adaptation policies.  

 4.7 Early lessons from the field 

Though the full findings of the field research are yet to be received, preliminary analysis from 
the study sites suggests that the framework is helpful in providing a holistic conceptualisation 
of adaptive capacity. It is clear that in practical terms, assessing assets and capitals is a much 
easiest task. However, a thorough analysis of the wider governance and institutional 
environment is essential in determining local ability to respond to shock and stress. Moreover, 
the findings point to the implicit role of broader issues of political economy in dictating adaptive 
capacity. Many of these are largely entrenched into society and go beyond the scope of national 
NGO programme.  

As part of the wider commentary on the SL framework and assessment of assets, the field 
research suggests that, while we are aware that different capitals, and their combinations, are 
important for supporting adaptive capacity, many current frameworks assume them to be of 
equal relevance. This appears to be unhelpful, as in practice certain assets and capitals will be 
more importance than others for supporting capacity. Further research may be needed to 
explore this in greater depth and isolate particular capitals most relevant to specific threats. 
Another early finding is that the assumption that equitable division of community resources is 
essential for collective adaptive capacity is potentially misleading. Examples from the Ethiopian 
study sites suggest that where there are very few resources available, such as land, it could be 
argued that supporting productive farmers to successfully exploit limited available resources 
may contribute more positively to collective adaptive capacity of the area and/or its local 
economy. 

The research suggests that in practice, different characteristics tend to be addressed in isolation 
by specific interventions, such as a disaster risk reduction or social protection programme. This 
observation points to a greater need for coordination and the integrated implementation of 
activities to support adaptive capacity at the community level. Though useful starting points for 
analysis and discussion, it must be acknowledged that such findings are in their relative infancy 
and will look to be validated as the ACCRA project progresses. 

5. Recognising the role of wider development interventions 

One useful merit of the LAC framework is that it paves the way for assessing how wider social 
interactions affect local capacity to adapt as well as the role that wider development 
interventions may play in supporting it. This is important as the impacts of a changing climate 
will be felt not only in direct physical terms- such as heavier rain fall events or longer dry spells- 
but also in various indirect forms- such as rising food prices or escalating local conflict over 
limited natural resources. Moreover, individuals will typically have to deal with a whole host of 
other development pressures- such as increasing population pressure on land, unequal resource 
distribution and globalisation (OʼBrien & Leichenko 2000). The ability to respond to each of 
these threats is determined, in part, by both internal and external factors, and will be played out 
through various institutions and social characteristics (Jones 2010), with impacts typically 
falling disproportionately on the poorest and marginalised- whom lack access and entitlement 
to key resources and whose interests are seldom recognised ahead of local  



While some adaptation interventions are concerned solely with addressing the impacts of 
climate shocks and stress, at the opposite end of the spectrum, a great many adaptation 
interventions can be associated with tackling the underlying drivers of vulnerability (McGray et 
al. 2007). It is here where efforts to address adaptation are blurred, and overlap strongly with 
development. Indeed, it can be argued that these vulnerability-centred approaches to 
adaptation can be conceived of as synonymous with development activities and ‘good 
development’ (Ayers & Huq 2009). Thought of in this way, it is possible to see how wider 
development interventions- such as social protection, disaster risk reduction and livelihoods 
programmes-, which may not have been designed specifically with climate change in mind, can 
have a significant impact in helping to respond to the impacts of a changing climate.  

In doing so, the LAC framework provides a useful tool in analysing how wider development 
interventions can help support communities in adapting to climate variability and change, and 
in particular which characteristics of adaptive capacity they are helpful in contributing towards. 
For example, interventions that help to support and strengthen local institutions or assist in 
securing entitlement to key resources for marginalised groups will likely have various positive 
implications for supporting the recipient’s ability to deal with shock and stress- both directly 
and indirectly. 

6. Conclusions: moving towards a holistic understanding of adaptive capacity 

In developing its conceptual framework, the LAC seeks to facilitate an understanding of 
community-level adaptive capacity that moves beyond purely analysing assets and capitals, 
towards a more thorough assessment that includes the important role of process and functions. 
In doing so, the framework acts as a tool to consider how interventions, not typically associated 
with tackling climate variability and change, may contribute to supporting adaptive capacity. 
Knowledge of how such interventions complement and support each other in enhancing 
resilience to climate shock and stress is of great importance, particularly in helping to guide 
future programming and the allocation of financial and technical resources. 

There are a number of other opportunities to use LAC. At the programmatic level, it may be 
possible to develop indicators to inform monitoring and evaluation, to guide the design of 
projects and to mainstream climate change adaptation considerations. It may also be used to 
inform or assess local or national level government and NGO policies and strategies, either 
those which seek deliberately to build local-level adaptive capacity, or to assess other policies 
against their ability to do this. Though only the start of an extensive study, the framework’s 
development and preliminary site findings provide a number of useful starting points. As results 
from the field research come to light, the programme hopes to validate the frameworks 
conceptual underpinnings, and provide useful insights into what aspects of the five 
characteristics are most important to supporting adaptive capacity. This is done with the 
ultimate aims of advancing our understanding of the complex and dynamic processes that shape 
adaptive capacity, seeking to support better programming and coordination amongst 
interventions in support of local communities that are most in need. 
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