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Key recommendations	 �

	� Use risk-based approaches to manage uncertainty: Current thinking on adaptation and barriers 
to implementation are mostly generic and still evolving, which generates considerable uncertainty. 
This uncertainty is best dealt with by utilising standardised enterprise risk management 
frameworks for adaptation planning and action. 

	 �Treat adaptation as a practice: While the successful implementation of adaptation relies on 
good science and policy, the efficacy of adaptation plans and actions will ultimately be determined 
by our practices within specific places. Adaptation therefore needs to be treated as a practical 
problem, where improvements in practice are needed.

	 �Move beyond considering generic adaptation barriers: Current knowledge on barriers to 
adaptation provide useful principles, but do not consider the local level complexities and dynamics  
that often determine success or failure. It is therefore critical to move beyond generic barriers towards 
more a tailored consideration of the adaptation challenges and opportunities unique to places.

	 �Address adaptation within the context of sustainable development: Climate action sits within 
the broader goals of sustainable development. This means that adaptation should be considered 
as part of a broader efforts towards sustainable development. Doing this will likely increase 
partnerships for implementing adaptation.

1.

2.

3.

4.

This policy guidance brief considers barriers to the implementation 
of adaptation actions, with a specific focus on regional level 
adaptation in Victoria. In doing so it is intended to highlight a 
range of considerations for the design and roll-out of the Regional 
Victorian Adaptation Program by providing some further clarity on: 

i.	� Key elements of best practice to manage and overcome the 
barriers to implementing successful adaptation throughout 
Victoria’s regions;

ii.	� How state level governance can support the application 
of conceptual knowledge into place-based processes for 
successful adaptation.

1. �Scope and limitations

In considering this policy guidance brief, it is important to 
understand two key limitations. The first is that adaptation as 
a practice is still very much in its infancy; while good progress 
on adaptation practice has been made to date, the fact remains 
that much of the reasoning and progress on adaptation is still 
evolving5,14,26. That said, there is an emerging body of work on 
barriers to adaptation that has been reviewed and considered 
for the development of this policy guidance brief5,15,40. The 
second limitation is that adaptation is implemented in contexts 
that are specific to the setting and sectors in which action 
is sought, and consequently highly dependent on the unique 
set of environmental, technological, economic, political and 
social-cultural circumstances, among others. This means that 
much of the transferable knowledge on barriers to adaptation 
tends to be generic and principal-based which is helpful for 
framing action, but difficult (and in some cases inappropriate) 
to directly re-deploy in different settings14,16,17,24. 
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2.1	� What are governments’ roles in adaptation?
A key role of governments in climate change adaptation is to provide 
information on climate change and the associated impacts, as well  
as good risk management actions in the form of policy, planning, 
service delivery among other things. Therefore, climate change 
adaptation requires not only a revision of how we arrange our social, 
technological and information resources, but also how we structure 
the institutional management and deployment of them. As outlined 
in table 1 Australia’s governance of climate change adaptation (and 
mitigation) has broadly been categorised by the National Climate 
Resilience and Adaptation Strategy (2015) as requiring differing 
responses from our three levels of government9,37,38. For state 
government this suggests focusing on information dissemination, 
policy and regulatory development, funding distribution, 
intermediary communication between national and local 
governments, climate change framing as well as the development  
of state level objectives and priorities. Importantly, for many 
activities, implementing adaptation is seen as a responsibility of local 
governance where the state should play a supportive rather than 
active role such as facilitating relevant place or sector based support. 
However, there are exceptions, specifically in the instance where the 
state has established statutory authorities or government owned 
corporations to manage for example critical state-wide 
infrastructure or services i.e. water management3,3,45,46.

Table 1: Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
delineation of adaptation roles based on level of government.

Government level Role in adaptation 

Federal •	 Funding research
•	 Technological and scientific advancement
•	 Protecting natural resources
•	 Economic security and development

State •	 Information dissemination
•	 Policy and regulatory development
•	 Funding Distribution
•	 Intermediary communication between 

national and local governments
•	 Climate change framing and state 

objective development

Local •	 Enacting local adaptive response
•	 Prioritising adaptation within diverse suite 

of responsibilities
•	 Identifying key stakeholders, values  

and limitations
•	 Interpreting national and state climate 

change legislation, data and information
•	 Capture any adaptation opportunities  

or benefits
•	 Be innovative with funding and resources

Victoria’s approach to climate change adaptation addresses all  
of the state-level requirements in table 1. For example, the 
Victorian Climate Change Adaptation Plan (2017-2020) seeks  
to address adaptation through development in policy and support 
to both sectors and regions, while implementation remains the 
responsibility of local government and regions. 

In terms of supporting local and regional adaptation, the Victorian 
Government Regional Adaptation Program has identified 
implementation as a historical barrier to achieving effective 
regional adaptation outcomes and is facilitating the development 
of guidance materials to support regions on this issue.

2.2	� Current thinking on barriers to adaptation?
Barriers can simply be defined as obstacles to achieving your 
objective, in the same way that a risk (as defined by ISO 31000 
Risk Management) is an event that impacts on you achieving your 
objective5,40. In that sense there are many commonalities that 
can be shared between consideration of adaptation barriers and 
common risk management practice. In the case of implementing 
effective adaptation measures, peer-reviewed literature suggests 
that there are five (5) generic barrier types (see box 1)5,29,40. 
Generic knowledge on how these broad barrier types form, how 
we can manage them and how to overcome them is summarised 
within this brief. However, it is also clear that barriers to 
implementation are very context specific and in order to address 
such barriers, we need to move beyond a generic understanding 
of barriers towards a more detailed understanding of the enabling 
factors that lead to successful implementation of adaptation in 
specific places3,14,18,25. 

Place-based framing provides a good basis for going beyond 
the consideration of generic barriers towards a recognition 
that adaptation barriers are often an outcome of the unique 
structures, behaviours and principles that underlie our 
various communities and society more broadly. In addition, 
place-based framing encourages consideration of climate 
and related risks specific to places, which often unpacks 
a number of place-specific implementation challenges or 
barriers. In order to properly consider barriers, the relationship 
between implementation barriers and enablers also needs to 
be considered. This relationship is important because it may 
not always be possible to advance adaptation implementation 
by addressing barriers alone, whereas significant opportunity 
may exist to target enablers as key determinants for 
action28,32,34,40,54.

2. �Key conceptual considerations
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Box 1: �Generic barriers to effective adaptation

	 �Informational barriers: associated with the 
development, useability of and access to information, 
data and knowledge.

	� Governance and policy barriers: associated with 
policy, processes and their level of integration and 
collaboration on cross-cutting and multi-scaled 
adaptation planning.

	 �Organisational and institutional barriers: within  
the structures, processes and behaviours of society  
and organisations that limit the agility and viability  
of adaptation plans and implementation success.

	 �Resource barriers: that relate to implementing 
adaptation due to the development or deployment  
of financial, technological, human  
or informational resources.

	 �Psychological and social barriers: associated  
with cognitive ability, denial, cultural and behaviour 
norms of individuals and collective organisations  
that limit awareness or willingness to act on 
adaptation measures.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Figure 1: The implementation  
process through the three stages: 
Problem, planning and practice

Problem

PlanningPractice

Understanding 
risk
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impacts

Problem 
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progress

Implementing 
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actions
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2.3	� What does implementing  
adaptation involve?

As a standardised process, implementing adaptation actions 
typically involves three iterative steps that focus on problem, 
planning and practice. The purpose of these three steps can be 
broadly defined as:

i.	� Problem: Establishing an agreed understanding of the  
climate and related risks facing a specific place and  
framing how these needs to be addressed.

ii.	� Planning: Undertaking the assessment and  
strategic planning needed to scope and prepare  
agreed adaptation actions.

iii.	� Practice: Implementing agreed adaptation  
actions that are monitored to ensure  
they address identified climate and  
related risks (i.e. the problem).

There is good existing knowledge on framing adaptation 
problems and planning actions to address these, however, the 
availability of implementation knowledge remains low globally 
which is reflective of a broader implementation deficit19,21. 
A part of this issue has been difficulty in aligning adaptation 
methodologies to common policy and planning processes,  
which has led the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) towards the recently adopted risk-based 
framing for understanding adaptation impacts. This new framing 
is important because it enables the process of adaptation to be 
more easily integrated within widely understood and utilised risk 
management standards and practice, and therefore increases  
the likelihood of adaptation implementation40,47,48.

Figure 1 summarises the identified three iterative adaptation 
steps. It highlights that each step has a number of components 
that have to be understood and accepted by stakeholders in 
order for progress to be endorsed and/or effective. While 
implementation is more directly related to practice (step three), 
it is now widely documented that implementation related barriers 
that emerge over time are often due to poor problem framing 
and planning3,13,47. Therefore, it is important to understand that 
implementing adaptation action is not solely an issue of practice, 
rather a complex interaction between how we frame the problem 
in specific places (Place-based framing)11,15,17,41 and how we 
utilise the strengths that exist in places (key determinants for 
action)1,22,35,43 to promote ownership and progressive action.
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Table 2: A breakdown of the components and key considerations in the three stages of the adaptation implementation process.

Step Component Key consideration

1. Problem Understanding risks •	 Engaging with stakeholders during the initial climate and related risks identification 
process will:

	− build ownership of the problem; and 
	− provide practical insights into how climate and related risks are perceived within 

communities.
•	 Supporting communities to determine their own climate risk profile will ensure more 

localised challenges are identified and addressed earlier.
•	 Promoting a collaborative process will ensure a diversity of views are encountered. 

Understanding impacts •	 Using an appropriate scale to determine the potential impacts presented by climate risks 
i.e. it has to be locally relevant.

•	 Make sure the potential impacts of climate or related risks (and need for action) are  
co-drafted and endorsed by community stakeholders. 

•	 It is critical that the problem/need for action is fit-for-purpose locally. 

Problem determination •	 Collaborative framing will mean that climate and related risks can be understood in the 
context of local issues and needs.

•	 A balance between economic, social and environmental framing often needs to be 
facilitated so all voices are heard.

•	 Allow stakeholders to communicate their framing concerns and preferred approach;
•	 Explore any trade-offs or synergies between how climate risks are framed. 

2. Planning Determining actions •	 Collaborative process of identifying options for addressing the identified problem(s).
•	 Scoping and prioritising actions within the context of the agreed problem framing  

e.g. Resilient communities.  
•	 Ensure actions are widely agreed and endorsed.

Identifying actors •	 Collective identification and agreement on roles, responsibilities and liabilities for  
every action.

•	 Where possible seek localised leadership.
•	 Identify any capacity requirements for implementing actions.
•	 Priorities ownership of actions by facilitating close engagement with stakeholder 

throughout the planning process. 

Mobilising investment •	 Assess what resources are required in place (human, financial, informational, technological).
•	 Determine if additional funding mechanisms and investors may be required.
•	 Mobilise resources by:

	− ensuring locally relevant business cases for all action plans;
	− developing operational plans for all activities;
	− recruitment of experts for information interpretation or activity management;
	− considering the range of financing option available for climate and related risk activities. 

3. Practice Implementing actions •	 Ensure that the implementation process is inclusive of and guided by community and 
local stakeholders.

•	 Ensure the implementation process itself enables and supports capacity building.
•	 Ensure a balance between meeting project metrics and facilitating meaningful change.

Monitor and evaluate 
progress

•	 Capture information and data on implementation progress, including general stakeholder 
perspectives on the activities. 

•	 Enable stakeholders to review, consider and provide feedback on implementation 
progress.  

•	 Ensure a collaborative process where research has the opportunity to learn from 
implementation practice.

Learning and adaptive 
management  

•	 Create a culture of adaptive management that is responsive to stakeholder views  
and feedback.

•	 Where necessary, work with stakeholders to review and change implementation 
parameters.

•	 Co-author progress reports with stakeholders and include a diversity of views on how 
implementation is progressing.
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3.1 Informational barriers
Informational barriers are those that develop from issues 
associated with the lack of, creation, sharing or appropriate  
use of data, information and knowledge for adaptation44,49,50.  
The challenge is that these elements are required for all three  
steps of the adaptation process and often requires a close 
collaboration between policy, research and practice. In addition, 
data, information and knowledge for adaptation also needs to be  
usable and able to support decision making processes29,30,57. 
Therefore, there are often a myriad of different and competing 
requirements for adaptation information among stakeholders, which 
is often a cause of tension during adaptation planning and practice.

List of commonly cited informational barriers

i.	� Uncertainty about scenarios, impacts and risk outcomes    

ii.	� Lack of data at state, regional and local levels    

iii.	� Lack of adaptation knowledge, principles and 
monitoring for success    

iv.	� Lack of regional assessments    

v.	� Reliance on historical data    

vi.	� Issues with information generation, interpretation  
and sharing  

vii.	� Disconnect between information generation (research) 
and requirements for use (policy and practice)

viii.	�Lack of information standards for adaptation    

ix.	� Barriers associated with using extreme events as 
pacemakers for change, creating adaptation measures 
that fail to adequately enhance adaptive capacity  
and efficacy    

x.	� Difficulties in identifying goals and objectives  
to measure ‘success’    

xi.	� Difficulties associated with determining the  
appropriate technology for monitoring.

3.2 Governance and policy barriers
Governance and policy barriers are those that inhibit the process 
of developing and implementing adaptation governance and 
policy processes2,24. The cross-cutting and multi-scaled nature  
of climate change means that these need to be both integrative 
(i.e. horizontally and vertically integrated) and collaborative, 
which traditionally they are not, meaning that there is no real 
blue-print for guiding them1,3,41,40. Therefore, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that the utilisation of traditional governance 
and policy processes is not fit-for purpose to deal with 
adaptation and more novel approaches are required28. In doing 
so consideration needs to be given to issues of collective risk 
ownership, collaborative governance and innovative mechanisms 
for policy innovation. In the absence of integrative and 
collaborative approaches to adaptation governance and policy, 
disconnected and non-representative adaptation will occur4,27.

List of commonly cited governance and  
policy barriers    

i.	� Lack of clarity surrounding roles and responsibilities  
for each level of governance    

ii.	� Lack of clarity surrounding roles public/private sector 
policy, regulation and control    

iii.	� Lack of governing leadership    

iv.	� Competing demands across governance portfolios/
sectors   

v.	� Mismatch between adaptation timelines and political 
terms (short policy cycles)    

vi.	� Historical decisions, inflexible processes and decision-
making structures resulting in path dependency  
(and/or maladaptation)    

vii.	� Issues with regulation and standards across jurisdictions    

viii.	�Issues associated with policy priorities and trade-offs    

ix.	 Lack of clarity around liabilities at varying scales    

x.	 Legislative boundaries    

xi.	� Lack of focus on adaptation alongside mitigation,  
with differentiated approaches    

xii.	 Focus on disaster recovery rather than prevention    

xiii.	Inequality embedded in policies    

xiv.	Dependant on permissive regulatory frameworks. 

3. �Understanding generic barriers
Detail on each of the categories of generic adaptation barriers are provided within this section.  
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3.3 Institutional and organisational barriers
Institutional and organisational barriers make up the bulk of cited 
barriers to implementing adaptation; this is mainly due these entities 
creating the common structures, processes and behaviours within 
which majority of our society operates18,21,29. Institutional and 
organisational barriers are often a reflection of the complex legal 
and financial obligations by which entities are bound and at times 
regulated, meaning the ability of institutions and organisations to 
be agile in addressing complex and cross-cutting issues like climate 
change can be limited33,36,41,49,52,55. Examples of these obligations 
include institutional and organisational requirements under 
corporations’ acts that dictate corporate actions and behaviour, 
statutes that establish and guide government corporations as well 
as industry specific standards and guidelines. As such, the capacity 
and rate of change in institutions and organisations is often slow 
and a complex process of integrating additional responsibilities 
within an already large suite of usually competing obligations49. 
Further complicating this are tensions between climate change 
uncertainties and the need for evidence-based decision making, 
confusion surrounding climate risk ownership and response 
obligations, and the need to meet short-term targets at the 
expense of managing long-term climate change risks53.

List of commonly cited institutional and 
organisational barriers

i.	� Lack of clear roles and responsibilities for actors  
(in varying contexts)    

ii.	� Inadequate leadership or political willingness to  
prioritise action    

iii.	� Difficulties associated with altering long standing rights 
for land owners, resource allocations, etc.     

iv.	� Influence, control and leadership over selecting 
appropriate responses to challenges identified    

v.	� Difficulties associated with managing and planning  
for novel scenarios    

vi.	� Uncertainty about moving from planning to action and 
the depth at which change is needed within organisational 
and institutional processes (transformational factors)

vii.	� Constrained by the rate of change; institutions and 
organisations can limit the rate at which effective 
change can be implemented    

viii.	�Conflicts of interests; difficulties in getting all involves 
actors to move in unison or agreement; often results in 
stalling, reassessment or a shift in priorities (dependant 
on power, politics, values and opinions)    

ix.	� Willingness of relevant parties to use information, 
data and technologies available to them    

3.4 Resource barriers
Resources barriers to implementing climate change adaptation 
relate to the development and deployment of financial, 
technological, information or human resources3,53. Given the  
novel nature of many climate risks and required adaptation 
actions, our understanding of resource requirements for 
adaptation is not always clear, which can present concerns  
over inadequate or ineffective resourcing and therefore barriers  
to investment. The extent to which new or existing resources 
should be utilised for adaptation is also often an ongoing point  
of contention and subsequently a further barrier in the uptake  
of adaptation actions. The logic utilised for resourcing adaptation 
can also be a major barrier to effective action. Resourcing 
decisions are typically subject to micro-economic logic such as 
cost-benefit and return-on-investment which require quantitative 
information on current and future costs and benefits including 
avoided climate damage. However, information on future  
benefits is problematic and difficult to quantify compared to  
the adaptation costs incurred today18,29. In addition, sectors and 
communities most at risk of climate change and related impacts 
can be highly vulnerable, lacking adaptive capacity, and therefore 
need the greatest support but have the least means, highlighting 
that societal values as well as economic logic come into play when 
justifying resource investments for climate change adaptation. 

List of commonly cited resource barriers

i.	� Lack of expertise at all scales (Human resources)    

ii.	� Inefficient use of available resources    

iii.	� Lack of funding or self-funding mechanisms at varying 
scales for adaptation (financial resources)    

iv.	� Difficulties associated with justifying high costs for hard 
adaptation solutions (economic resources)    

v.	� Lack of appropriately targeted funding for adaptation 
(financial resources)    

vi.	� Low returns on investments for adaptation 
(economic resources)  
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3.5 Psychological and social barriers
Psychological and social barriers to implementing adaptation  
are incredibly complex because they are reflective of how  
people think and broader community culture20,21,25. For  
instance, there are diverse perspectives on climate change 
science, difficulties in understanding and accepting climate change 
risks and differing opinions on the best course of action, all of 
which are representative of psychological and social influences. 
These can be due to a range of factors such as cognitive ability, 
ideological views, cultural and behavioural norms, vested interests, 
lack of social participation or fear of change. Where psychological 
and social barriers are not adequately understood and addressed, 
further challenges can emerge with people and communities 
becoming disengaged, resistant to change and unwilling to 
act. Therefore, although psychological and social barriers are 
not immediately apparent or tangible, they can be a decisive 
factor in the formation of other barriers and can limit successful 
implementation of adaptation actions. Social and cultural barriers 
to implementing adaptation are explored in greater depth in an 
accompanying policy brief†.

4.1 Framing considerations 
Framing is how we interpret problems, trends or occurrences, 
and is often influenced by our underpinning values, theories or 
interests. Good framing helps ensure planning, investment and 
responses target root causes rather than symptoms or interests. 
The link between good framing and successful action is widely 
recognised. Complex problems like climate change adaptation 
are difficult to frame because they cut across all aspects of our 
economic, social and environmental systems7,10. This presents  
a major barrier to the effective implementation of adaptation 
plans, because we are still trying to come to grips with climate 
change, it’s related risks and their potential impacts.

Figure 2 provides a brief overview of the three common types 
of framing required for scoping climate change adaptation, 
depending on the scale and application of adaptation being 
sought. In general, it suggests that:

•	 Science-based framing is good for knowledge-based 
activities which at this stage tend to be global rather than 
locally focused adaptation based on action.

•	 Policy-based framing is critical for bridging the gap between 
science and practice. It takes a balanced view between both 
global-local and knowledge-action tensions.

•	 Practice-based framing is much more local, and action 
focused, therefore key to implementation.

	− Science on climate change is difficult to construct at the 
local level and therefore comes with elements of uncertainty 
(Limitation 1).

	− Practice is often context specific and locally focused, so 
global standards on adaptation practice are usually only 
principle based (Limitation 2). 

4. �Moving beyond generic adaptation barriers

Figure 2: Overview of common adaptation framing types based 
on scale (Y axis) and application (X axis).

List of commonly cited psychological and 
social barriers
i.	� Public uncertainty, limited understanding and personal 

ideologies about the cause and effects of climate change    

ii.	� Public mistrust in climate change experts, politicians  
and government groups    

iii.	� Failure to demonstrate tangible benefits to community/
business/organisations    

iv.	� Lack of community cohesion; individual benefits 
emphasised    

v.	� Lack of public understanding about the adaptation 
development process    

vi.	� Politicised nature of climate change policy    

vii.	� Issue fatigue and apathy    

viii.	�Denial and fear reinforcing uncertainty 

In terms of barriers to the implementation of adaptation, each 
framing approach has strengths and weaknesses, so selecting  
the right framing is critical because it:

•	 locks in the scale of the problem being considered and the type 
of application being sought. 

•	 influences the type of stakeholders, skills and expertise required.

•	 will ultimately be a key factor in down-stream success or failure.  

†	� Foxwell-Norton, K & Walters, K., 2019, Social and cultural barriers to the implementation of climate change adaptations plans and action.  
Griffith University, Brisbane.
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Overarching climate change tensions
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Global Local knowledge Action

4.2 Tension considerations
Regardless of the framing chosen for climate change problems, 
there will always be considerable tensions among stakeholder 
views toward climate change and how to respond23. These 
tensions are reflective of the diversity of views climate change 
evokes due to the cross-cutting nature of many climate change 
problems6,7. Figure 3 provides a summary of the common tension 
associated with understanding and addressing climate change. 
Central to this are common overarching climate change tensions 
that often create a fractious base from which climate change 
problems can be collaboratively considered and addressed31,56. 
These common overarching tensions are identified as:

•	 System tensions: The tension between how we value our 
economic, social and environmental systems.

•	 Acceptance tensions: The tension between how people  
accept the probability of climate change in contrast to the 
marginal uncertainty around the climate change science.

•	 Ownership tensions: The tension between responsibility  
for causing climate change compared to accountability to act.

•	 Response tensions: The tension between the costs and 
benefits of climate change adaptation options.

In addition, there are also scale (global-local) or application 
(knowledge-action) based tensions that can further exacerbate 
collective action on climate change. Like with framing, the way 
we understand, address and manage these tensions is a critical 
determinant to the down-stream success of climate change 
adaptation actions6,23.

Figure 3: Common tensions associated with understanding climate change and implementing adaptation.
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4.3 Place considerations
Location, history, culture, industry, population and weather 
as just some of the myriad of factors that come together to 
create a place7. With so many variables contributing to the 
characteristics that make a place, it is clear that no one place 
is the same; likewise, every place has its own set of unique 
challenges and opportunities31. In terms of complex local and 
regional challenges, place-based thinking is logical because 
it ensures both equity among stakeholders and connectivity 
among systems are addressed across the entire place. This makes 
place-based thinking a useful way of ensuring that regional or 
local level responses to complex climate change problems meet 
the unique adaptation needs of the entire place. The two main 
benefits of place-based thinking for climate change adaptation 
implementation are:

•	 Local buy-in: Local communities have the power to 
determine their own future in the context of their own unique 
characteristics, which is more likely to generate greater 
ownership and lasting action. 

•	 Integrative action: Important connections between local  
and regional systems (economic, social and environmental)  
are more likely to be identified and addressed.  

4.4	Approach considerations
While sections 4.1 – 4.3 highlight key considerations for ensuring 
effective climate change adaptation, it is clear from social change 
knowledge that the approach taken to enact change is often a 
key determinant for success. However, given the all-pervasive 
nature of climate change, defining an effective approach to 
adaptation is complicated given:

•	 the novel nature of the problems that climate change creates.

•	 no one party is responsible for the cause and therefore 
accountable for the need to act. 

•	 our economic and social systems are not setup to deal with 
complex, cross-cutting issues.

Figure 4 outlines some of the key outcomes and functions that a 
good approach to climate change adaptation should incorporate. 
One of the emerging areas trying to achieve such outcomes and 
functions in adaptation is a partnership approach. In this approach 
research, policy and practice come together as co-collaborators 
on common adaptation problems, making it an effective way  
to address the complex and cross-cutting nature of climate 
change issues7. 

Figure 4: The key outcomes (hexagons) and functions (accompanying text) for approaching adaptation.

Use an approach that builds...
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There are three main ongoing considerations that this policy brief 
seeks to highlight. 

Firstly, climate change adaptation actions need to be based on a 
combination of good science, policy and practice. Implementation 
of such actions however, remains primarily a practice-based 
activity which requires genuine engagement in the relevant local 
and sectoral contexts for implementation to be successful. This 
suggests that the process of identifying and overcoming barriers 
to adaptation needs to give early consideration to understanding 
the climate change adaptation implementation process itself and 
context in which it will occur.

Secondly, while there are generic barriers to implementing 
adaptation actions relevant for local and regional government; 
implementation planning needs to move beyond generic 
barrier considerations towards more dynamic exploration 
of both barriers and enablers. As Figure 5 suggests, this is a 
layered exercise in considering how to frame your adaptation 
objective, understanding the likely tensions you may encounter, 
understanding the unique characteristics of the place where 
adaptation is sought, and utilising an effective approach.                   

Finally, it is critical to be mindful that the objective of adaptation 
sits within the broader context of sustainable development. 
Climate change is not a stand-alone problem, it is a human-
induced problem that threatens the stability of human and natural 
systems and therefore requires changes in how we live in order to 
ensure our ongoing prosperity. 

Although not always clearly articulated, this way of thinking is 
evident by:

•	 One of the 17 sustainable development goals being Climate 
Action (SDG13); and

•	 The IPCC’s current framing of climate action as an exercise  
of Climate Resilient Development Pathways. 

This means that climate change adaptation is not in conflict  
with development and prosperity, but rather trying to ensure  
its continuation in a sustainable way.

1.  
Appropriate  

framing

2.  
Understanding  

tensions

3.  
Understanding  

place

4.
An effective 

approach

5. Ongoing considerations

Figure 5: Nested components of effective implementation 
development for ongoing climate change adaptation.

6. Conclusions
Climate change adaptation is primarily a practice-based 
problem; however, the novel and place-based nature of many 
climate change problems makes it difficult to identify, scope 
and implement proven adaptation actions. Government has a 
critical role to play in establishing and facilitating the necessary 
conditions for all its constituents to effectively understand and 
adapt to climate change risks. In doing so, government policy and 
investment needs to move beyond a generalised view of barriers to 
adaptation as issues that can arise throughout a standard planning 
and implementation process, towards recognising barriers as a 
by-product of how we are actually understanding climate change 
problems and subsequently approach dealing with it.

In particular, government investment into adaptation needs to  
give careful consideration to:

•	 Framing adaptation investments in a way that they can be 
effectively dealt with by all relevant stakeholders by  
addressing common application and scale challenges.

•	 Supporting stakeholders to understand and overcome tensions 
associated with addressing complex climate change problems.

•	 Ensuring adaptation investments have consideration of the  
diverse economic, social and environmental conditions in a place.

•	 Planning and implementation approach that build adaptive 
capacity within relevant stakeholders.   

•	 Positioning adaptation as part of societies more broadly 
established sustainability practices.

11  



References

1.	� Adger, W.N. & Barnett, J. 2009, “Four Reasons for Concern about 
Adaptation to Climate Change”, Environment and Planning A,  
vol. 41, no. 12, pp. 2800-2805.   

2.	� Amundsen, H., Berglund, F. and Westskog, H., 2010. Overcoming 
barriers to climate change adaptation—a question of multilevel 
governance? Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 
28(2), pp.276-289. 

3.	� Barnett, J., Evans, L.S., Gross, C., Kiem, A.S., Kingsford, R.T., Palutikof, 
J.P., Pickering, C.M. and Smithers, S.G., 2015. From barriers to limits 
to climate change adaptation: path dependency and the speed of 
change.  

4.	� Barnett, J. and O’Neill, S., 2010. Maladaptation. Global environmental 
change, 2(20), pp.211-213.  

5.	� Biesbroek, G.R., Klostermann, J.E., Termeer, C.J. and Kabat, P., 2013. 
On the nature of barriers to climate change adaptation. Regional 
Environmental Change, 13(5), pp.1119-1129.

6.	� Bowden, V., Nyberg, D. and Wright, C., 2019. Planning for the past: 
Local temporality and the construction of denial in climate change 
adaptation. Global Environmental Change, 57, p.101939.

7.	� Brace, C. and Geoghegan, H., 2011. Human geographies of climate 
change: Landscape, temporality, and lay knowledges. Progress in 
Human Geography, 35(3), pp.284-302.

8.	� Burch, S., 2010. In pursuit of resilient, low carbon communities:  
An examination of barriers to action in three Canadian cities.  
Energy Policy, 38(12), pp.7575-7585.  

9.	� Commonwealth of Australia (2015). National Climate Resilience  
and Adaptation Strategy. 

10.	� Devine-Wright, P., Price, J. and Leviston, Z., 2015. My country or 
my planet? Exploring the influence of multiple place attachments 
and ideological beliefs upon climate change attitudes and opinions. 
Global Environmental Change, 30, pp.68-79.

11.	� Dewulf, A., 2013. Contrasting frames in policy debates on climate 
change adaptation. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 
4(4), pp.321-330.  

12.	� Dobes, L., Jotzo, F. and Doupé, P., 2013. Adaptor of last resort?  
An economic perspective on the Government’s role in adaptation  
to climate change.  

13.	� Dupuis, J. and Biesbroek, R., 2013. Comparing apples and oranges: 
the dependent variable problem in comparing and evaluating climate 
change adaptation policies. Global Environmental Change, 23(6), 
pp.1476-1487.   

14.	� Dupuis, J. and Knoepfel, P., 2013. The adaptation policy paradox: 
the implementation deficit of policies framed as climate change 
adaptation. Ecology and Society, 18(4).   

15.	� Eisenack, K., Moser, S.C., Hoffmann, E., Klein, R.J., Oberlack, C., 
Pechan, A., Rotter, M. and Termeer, C.J., 2014. Explaining and 
overcoming barriers to climate change adaptation. Nature Climate 
Change, 4(10), p.867.  

16.	� Eisenack, K. and Stecker, R., 2012. A framework for analyzing climate 
change adaptations as actions. Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies 
for Global Change, 17(3), pp.243-260.  

17.	� Eriksen, S.H., Nightingale, A.J. and Eakin, H., 2015. Reframing 
adaptation: The political nature of climate change adaptation.  
Global Environmental Change, 35, pp.523-533.  

18.	� Ford, J.D. and Berrang-Ford, L., 2016. The 4Cs of adaptation 
tracking: consistency, comparability, comprehensiveness, coherency. 
Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global Change, 21(6), 
pp.839-859.   

19.	� Fünfgeld, H., Lonsdale, K. and Bosomworth, K., 2018. Beyond the 
tools: supporting adaptation when organisational resources and 
capacities are in short supply. Climatic Change, pp.1-17.  

20.	� Fünfgeld, H. and McEvoy, D., 2014. Frame divergence in climate 
change adaptation policy: insights from Australian local government 
planning. Environment and planning C: government and policy, 32(4), 
pp.603-622.  

21.	� Gifford, R., 2011. The dragons of inaction: Psychological barriers 
that limit climate change mitigation and adaptation. American 
psychologist, 66(4), p.290. 

22.	� Heazle, M., Tangney, P., Burton, P., Howes, M., Grant-Smith, D., 
Reis, K. and Bosomworth, K., 2013. Mainstreaming climate change 
adaptation: An incremental approach to disaster risk management in 
Australia. Environmental Science & Policy, 33, pp.162-170.

23.	� Hine, D.W., Phillips, W.J., Cooksey, R., Reser, J.P., Nunn, P., Marks, 
A.D., Loi, N.M. and Watt, S.E., 2016. Preaching to different choirs: 
How to motivate dismissive, uncommitted, and alarmed audiences to 
adapt to climate change?. Global Environmental Change, 36, pp.1-11.  

24.	� Hjerpe, M., Storbjörk, S. and Alberth, J., 2015. “There is nothing 
political in it”: triggers of local political leaders’ engagement in 
climate adaptation. Local environment, 20(8), pp.855-873.   

25.	� Hupe, P.L. and Hill, M.J., 2016. ‘And the rest is 
implementation.’Comparing approaches to what happens in 
policy processes beyond Great Expectations. Public Policy and 
Administration, 31(2), pp.103-121. 

26.	� IPCC, 2014: Summary for policymakers. In: Climate Change 2014: 
Impacts,Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral 
Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Field, 
C.B., V.R. Barros, D.J. Dokken, K.J. Mach, M.D. Mastrandrea, T.E. Bilir, 
M. Chatterjee, K.L. Ebi, Y.O. Estrada, R.C. Genova, B.  

27.	� Jacobs, B., Boronyak, L., Mitchell, P., Vandenberg, M. and Batten, B., 
2018. Towards a climate change adaptation strategy for national 
parks: Adaptive management pathways under dynamic risk. 
Environmental science & policy, 89, pp.206-215.  

28.	� Juhola, S., 2016. Barriers to the implementation of climate change 
adaptation in land use planning: A multi-level governance problem? 
International Journal of Climate Change Strategies and Management, 
8(3), pp.338-355.  

29.	� Kates, R.W., Travis, W.R. and Wilbanks, T.J., 2012. Transformational 
adaptation when incremental adaptations to climate change are 
insufficient. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
p.201115521.   

30.	� Keating, A. and Handmer, J.W., 2011. Options for assessing the cost 
of climate change for adaptation policy in Victoria. VCCCAR. 

12  Griffith University—Barriers to the implementation of climate change adaptation plans and action12  12  



31.	� Khan, A., Charles, A. and Armitage, D., 2018. Place-based or  
sector-based adaptation? A case study of municipal and fishery 
policy integration. Climate Policy, 18(1), pp.14-23.

32.	� Kiem, A.S. and Austin, E.K., 2013. Drought and the future of rural 
communities: opportunities and challenges for climate change 
adaptation in regional Victoria, Australia. Global Environmental 
Change, 23(5), pp.1307-1316.   

33.	� Kirkby, P., Williams, C. and Huq, S., 2018. Community-based 
adaptation (CBA): adding conceptual clarity to the approach and 
establishing its principles and challenges. Climate and Development, 
10(7), pp.577-589.  

34.	� Klein, R.J.T., G.F. Midgley, B.L. Preston, M. Alam, F.G.H. Berkhout, K. 
Dow, and M.R. Shaw, 2014: Adaptation opportunities, constraints, 
and limits. In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and 
Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution 
of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Field, C.B., V.R. Barros, 
D.J. Dokken, K.J. Mach, M.D. Mastrandrea, T.E. Bilir, M. Chatterjee, 
K.L. Ebi, Y.O. Estrada, R.C. Genova, B. Girma, E.S. Kissel, A.N. Levy, 
S. MacCracken, P.R. Mastrandrea, and L.L.White (eds.)]. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, 
USA, pp. 899-943. 

35.	� Kwakkel, J.H., Haasnoot, M. and Walker, W.E., 2015. Developing 
dynamic adaptive policy pathways: a computer-assisted approach  
for developing adaptive strategies for a deeply uncertain world. 
Climatic Change, 132(3), pp.373-386.  

36.	� Iyalomhe, F., Jensen, A., Critto, A. and Marcomini, A., 2013.  
The science–policy Interface for climate change adaptation: the 
contribution of communities of practice theory. Environmental Policy 
and Governance, 23(6), pp.368-380.   

37.	� Measham, T.G., Preston, B.L., Smith, T.F., Brooke, C., Gorddard, R., 
Withycombe, G. and Morrison, C., 2011. Adapting to climate change 
through local municipal planning: barriers and challenges. Mitigation 
and adaptation strategies for global change, 16(8), pp.889-909.

38.	� Mimura, N, Pulwarty, RS, Duc, DM, Elshinnawy, I, Redsteer, MH, 
Huang, HQ, Nkem, JN, Rodriguez, RAS, Moss, R, Vergara, W, Darby,  
LS & Kato, S 2015, Adaptation planning and implementation. in Climate 
Change 2014 Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability: Part A: Global and 
Sectoral Aspects. Cambridge University Press, pp. 869-898. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415379.020   

39.	� Morrison, C. and Pickering, C., 2012. Climate change adaptation in 
the Australian Alps: impacts, strategies, limits and management.  
Gold Coast: National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility.  

40.	� Moser, S.C. and Ekstrom, J.A., 2010. A framework to diagnose 
barriers to climate change adaptation. Proceedings of the national 
academy of sciences, p.201007887.   

41.	� Mukheibir, P., Kuruppu, N., Gero, A. and Herriman, J., 2013. 
Overcoming cross-scale challenges to climate change adaptation 
for local government: a focus on Australia. Climatic change, 121(2), 
pp.271-283.  

42.	� Nelson, R., Kokic, P., Crimp, S., Martin, P., Meinke, H., Howden, S.M., 
de Voil, P. and Nidumolu, U., 2010. The vulnerability of Australian 
rural communities to climate variability and change: Part II—
Integrating impacts with adaptive capacity. Environmental Science  
& Policy, 13(1), pp.18-27. 

43.	� Nisbet, M.C., 2009. Communicating climate change: Why frames 
matter for public engagement. Environment: Science and policy  
for sustainable development, 51(2), pp.12-23.  

44.	� Palutikof, J.P., Leitch, A.M., Rissik, D., Boulter, S.L., Campbell, M.J., 
Vidaurre, A.P., Webb, S. and Tonmoy, F.N., 2018. Overcoming 
knowledge barriers to adaptation using a decision support 
framework. Climatic Change, pp.1-18.  

45.	� Paschen, J.A. and Ison, R., 2014. Narrative research in climate change 
adaptation—Exploring a complementary paradigm for research and 
governance. Research Policy, 43(6), pp.1083-1092.  

46.	� Picketts, I.M., 2018. The best laid plans: Impacts of politics on local 
climate change adaptation. Environmental Science & Policy, 87, 
pp.26-32 

47.	� Runhaar, H., Driessen, P. and Uittenbroek, C., 2014. Towards a 
systematic framework for the analysis of environmental policy 
integration. Environmental Policy and Governance, 24(4),  
pp.233-246.  

48.	� Runhaar, H., Wilk, B., Persson, Å., Uittenbroek, C. and Wamsler, C., 
2018. Mainstreaming climate adaptation: taking stock about “what 
works” from empirical research worldwide. Regional environmental 
change, 18(4), pp.1201-1210.  

49.	� Stefania, M., Giuseppina, S. and Margherita, E., 2014. Integrating 
adaptive governance and participatory multicriteria methods: a 
framework for climate adaptation governance. Ecology & Society, 
19(2).  

50.	� Termeer, C.J., Dewulf, A. and Biesbroek, G.R., 2017. Transformational 
change: governance interventions for climate change adaptation 
from a continuous change perspective. Journal of Environmental 
Planning and Management, 60(4), pp.558-576.  

51.	� Termeer, C.J.A.M., Dewulf, A., Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, S.I., Vink, M. 
and Van Vliet, M., 2016. Coping with the wicked problem of climate 
adaptation across scales: The Five R Governance Capabilities. 
Landscape and Urban Planning, 154, pp.11-19.  

52.	� Uittenbroek, C.J., 2016. From policy document to implementation: 
Organizational routines as possible barriers to mainstreaming climate 
adaptation. Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning, 18(2), 
pp.161-176.  

53.	� Vink, M., Dewulf, A. and Termeer, C., 2013. The role of knowledge 
and power in climate change adaptation governance: a systematic 
literature review. Ecology and Society, 18(4).  

54.	� Waters, E., Barnett, J. and Puleston, A., 2014. Contrasting 
perspectives on barriers to adaptation in Australian climate change 
policy. Climatic change, 124(4), pp.691-702.  

55.	� Webb, R., Rissik, D., Petheram, L., Beh, J.L. and Smith, M.S., 2018. 
Co-designing adaptation decision support: meeting common and 
differentiated needs. Climatic Change, pp.1-17. 

56.	� White, J., 2017. Climate change and the generational timescape.  
The Sociological Review, 65(4), pp.763-778.

57.	� Wise, R.M., Fazey, I., Smith, M.S., Park, S.E., Eakin, H.C., Van 
Garderen, E.A. and Campbell, B., 2014. Reconceptualising adaptation 
to climate change as part of pathways of change and response. 
Global Environmental Change, 28, pp.325-336.

13  



C
RI

CO
S 

N
o.

 0
0

2
3

3
E


