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Executive summary 

This project is part of the preparedness, adaptation and risk (PREPARE) research 
programme, commissioned by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. It 
has been undertaken to support the Government in developing its strategy on adaptation 
policy and in particular its statutory programme of climate adaptation policies to be laid in 
Parliament in 2013 under the Climate Change Act. 

What is adaptive capacity and why does it matter? 

This report assesses what hinders – and what might help – the development of adaptive 
capacity of organisations in Britain--the extent to which they are able to make well-informed, 
long-term decisions that will make them more resilient to the impacts of climate change. 
Some climate change impacts are already being felt. More will become important in the 
future, and their severity is likely to increase. The harm that those future climate change 
impacts will cause is uncertain. This is because we cannot say for sure what they will be, but 
also because the disruption they will cause can be mitigated by adaptation measures.  

Adaptive capacity must increase if the serious, complex risks presented by climate change 
are to be addressed. The faster this happens the better, because decisions currently being 
made risk locking-in vulnerability to climate change impacts in avoidable and costly ways. 
For example, a hospital or other large public building built to specifications based on 
historical weather conditions might quickly become unfit for purpose as weather patterns 
change. By incorporating resilience to potential impacts into their planning decisions, 
organisations can avoid the cost of fixing short-sighted decisions in the future.  

The report begins by summarizing evidence from 2010-11 that indicated a scarcity of 
adaptive capacity among some key sectors at that time. On the whole, many organisations 
were not yet capable of identifying climate change impacts that could potentially affect them 
in the future and then of incorporating those risks into the way they make decisions. 

It was suggested that this scarcity had three principle causes. Firstly, the sheer scale of the 
challenge should be recognised: adaptation requires a level of competence in long term 
decision making under conditions of inherent uncertainty that many organisations find 
challenging even in their core operations. Secondly, organisations may be unable to 
overcome structural barriers to adaptation - external factors which organisations cannot 
overcome individually. Thirdly, some organisations, (and some of these rightly), do not 
recognise the need to adapt; or they recognise the need but lack crucial tools, knowledge 
and expertise.  

Classifying adaptive capacity 

To improve our understanding, we interviewed 73 organisations in depth in late 2012 and 
early 2013 to investigate barriers to increasing capacity. These represented a deliberate mix 
of organisations that claimed they were and were not adapting, rather than a representative 
sample, to focus on understanding how barriers varied for organisations with different needs. 
We also benefited from the results of a larger quantitative survey (over 1900 organisations) 
which are reported separately. We found that organisations can be usefully thought of in four 
broad categories: Low capacity (further subdivided into LoLo capacity and HiLo capacity), 
medium capacity, and high capacity.   

Low 
Organisations at this level have not begun to take action on climate change adaptation or are 
taking the very first steps. Some (referred to in this report as "LoLo" organisations, have no 
plans to act. These tend to be small private-sector organisations which make fewer long-term 
decisions. Other organisations ("HiLo") recognise that they might need to act in the future, 
but have not started doing so, or are at the very earliest stages. These organisations take 
rather more long-term decisions, and are more likely to recognise that there may be 
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substantial risks, but recognise that they have little or no expertise in this field. Frequently 
they could not distinguish between the adaptation agenda and the mitigation agenda (e.g. 
reducing carbon emissions). 

Medium 
These organisations have started some adaptation work, often because they have 
recognised the increasing relevance of current extreme weather events to their operations. 
Adaptation takes place in response to existing weather risks, and rarely considers potential 
new climate impacts more than 10 years into the future. Only a few people are tasked with 
formulating adaptation responses and these people often feel unsupported in their work. 
Adaptation work is often conducted on an ad-hoc basis, and is not yet comprehensively 
integrated into the organisation's operations.  

High 

High capacity organisations are beginning to take strategic action on potential future climate 
impacts, alongside considering current weather risks, and – while not discounting the risks of 
climate change – are more likely to look at adaptation work in terms of profiting from 
opportunities, not just avoiding danger. They are good at creative long-term planning and 
have a good grasp of the scientific issues. They work actively to integrate adaptation 
considerations throughout their operations, and collaboratively with outside parties to 
overcome external barriers. They may recognise that their expertise makes them valuable to 
other organisations.  

What is holding organisations back?  

The current shortage of adaptive capacity is the result of a number of factors which relate to 
the intrinsic characteristics of organisations themselves and the way they interact with other 
organisations. Organisations participating in this research were asked to identify the barriers 
to adaptation they had encountered. A substantial number of barriers were identified, which 
differed at different levels of capacity. 

At low levels of adaptive capacity, organisations tend to be held back by a basic lack of 
awareness about climate change and how it could affect the organisation. At LoLo levels, 
the organisation might not have considered the issue at all; or disbelief in the reality of 
climate change by key individuals might mean it is not taken seriously. Alternatively, these 
organisations may be little exposed to weather and climate risk over decision timescales, 
meaning that their leaders would indeed be unjustified in devoting time and resources to the 
issue. These organisations were less likely than others to identify many major barriers to 
increasing capacity. They did identify that financial constraints can mean the organisation 
has not been able to invest in finding relevant information or gaining new skills or tools. 
These organisations appear likely to benefit from a ‘here and now’ framing of the problem – 
e.g. after an extreme weather event or when taking long-lifetime decisions potentially at risk 
from extreme weather or climate. 

More barriers were reported by organisations at HiLo levels of capacity. As they begin to 
consider action, the complexity of the issue, and the potential consequences of making 
mistakes, and their own generally recognised low level of competence in dealing with it, 
begin to be apparent and this can lead to reluctance to act. Since adapting even to current 
weather impacts is not yet mainstream in many industries, people in such organisations can 
fear moving too far away from current custom and practice. Best practice is still out of reach 
for such organisations: they need reassurance that they are doing what makes sense and to 
be given clear guidance as to what to do next. This can be provided through governmental 
regulation, but other external frameworks (e.g. supply chain or insurance pressures) can also 
be envisaged. 

In organisations with medium adaptive capacity, some people are working on climate 
change but typically lack the skills and resources - financial backing or the support of the 
wider organisation - to assess future risks in a systematic way. The organisation might not be 
accustomed to the kind of long-term planning which adaptation requires. Organisations at 
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this level tend to find that their progress is not supported by external conditions. This is 
problematic because at this level adaptation is often not yet autonomous but depends on 
external pressures. Stakeholders, customers and investors might not see adaptation as a 
priority (perhaps because they have not been hit by climate change impacts). Several 
organisations reported a view that the regulatory framework is being weakened and that if 
this continues a reduction in activity is to be expected. 

Organisations with high adaptive capacity face many of the same issues as medium-
capacity organisations, and new obstacles also emerge. The cost of integrating breakthrough 
adaptation work across the organisation's operations might slow or stall progress. The 
organisation's own standards may exceed those of the organisations it works with, while the 
rules and regulations that govern the industry it works in may be out of date, hindering 
advanced adaptation measures rather than providing a useful framework to support them.  
Furthermore, the capacity of organisations at this advanced level depends heavily on there 
being a good quantity of organisations at ‘medium’ capacity (or ready to move into it). For 
this reason, interviewees from organisations at this level believe that a stronger focus on 
climate change adaptation from central government would provide a more stable foundation 
for adaptation work. The localism agenda was sometimes seen by some respondents as an 
impediment to the development of a systematic approach to adaptation across industries and 
geographies.  

Two principles for building adaptive capacity 

Different levels, different needs 

The organisations which most urgently need greater capacity are those making significant 
investment decisions which will affect people's lives for many years to come. Policy should 
focus on these and also on the organisations that develop the ‘framework’ that influences 
how other organisations respond to climate and weather threats. 

It is unrealistic to expect any business to move instantly from a state of inactivity to executing 
a long-term strategic adaptation program. Furthermore, this research indicates that if 
organisations are all left to develop their own adaptation plans from scratch, they are unlikely 
to pick up the expertise, knowledge and skills they need to improve their adaptive capacity. 
They will also be unable to identify and remove key external barriers to change. Especially at 
the early stages of adaptation programs, organisations were found to welcome the structure, 
guidance and technical help provided by outside agencies.  

Collaboration with outside parties is an essential part of any organisation's adaptation 
program. However, organisations with low adaptive capacity benefit from different kinds of 
interaction from those with higher adaptive capacity.  

On the whole, the most productive way of engaging low-capacity organisations in adaptation 
work is by presenting it in terms which relate to its immediate interests, very likely at a time 
when current climate change impacts are being felt. At the same time, the demands that 
commercial partners, regulators and other stakeholders make of low-capacity organisations 
are of fundamental importance. Organisations are most likely to progress from low to 
medium capacity when they have to comply with a set of external pressures.  

Likewise, medium-capacity organisations are most likely to progress when confronted with 
external prompts. However, since some adaptation work is already going on inside the 
organisation, making the most of the people involved now becomes a priority. These people 
are likely to benefit from having access to a network outside the organisation in which ideas 
about adaptation can be exchanged and strengthened 'safely', without disrupting the 
organisation's own progress before it is ready to forge ahead on its own.  

High-capacity organisations are more likely to take the lead when it comes to participating in 
adaptation work outside the scope of their own operations. This makes them a very valuable 
resource for government, and for other organisations which have a stake in building up the 
general level of adaptive capacity.  
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Thinking systematically 

This research shows that successful adaptation work necessarily involves collaboration 
between different organisations, often at different levels of capacity. It would not be a realistic 
aim for every organisation in the country to attain a high level of adaptive capacity. 
Fortunately, this is not necessary. Because of the interconnectedness of different 
organisations and different parts of the economy, one organisation's hard-won expertise has 
the potential to directly benefit its commercial partners, its customers, and other 
organisations working in the same industry.  

Organisations with a high level of adaptive capacity play a key role in determining the context 
in which adaptation happens. This means that adaptive capacity in any organisation could be 
seen as conferring a wider good. Government may wish to examine how it can safeguard the 
achievements of organisations which have already achieved this level, and how existing 
services can play a role in creating and strengthening the framework which allows more to do 
so.  

While interviewees almost universally agreed that there is an important role for Government, 
it need not be the only actor. For example, ‘framework organisations’ need not only be 
governmental. Other sources may include the due diligence processes of commercial 
partners, insurance requirements, and supply chain pressure, alongside government 
regulation. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Objectives of this research 

The UK, in common with other nations, faces significant impacts as a consequence of 
climate change. Some of these impacts appear already to be affecting the UK, many more 
may be expected as climate change progresses over coming decades. The UK’s first Climate 
Change Risk Assessment (CCRA) showed in 2012 that these impacts are expected to lead 
to risks, and to some opportunities, for organisations in the UK.  

The impacts of climate change cannot be avoided, since delays in the response of the 
climate system mean that it will take many decades before climate change can be halted or 
even reversed, even with effective mitigation actions. This means that the well-being of 
people in the UK depends to some extent on the effectiveness of adaptation actions to 
moderate the risks and to take advantage of any opportunities.  

While the CCRA showed that some climate impacts, e.g. flooding, may already be evident, it 
also showed that others lie in the future and that the intensity of impacts is also likely 
significantly to increase over coming decades. This means that the economic, social and 
ecologic outcomes of long-lifetime decisions being taken now may be compromised by future 
conditions that are very different. While assuming ‘no change’ may be unrealistic, to take 
future impacts into account involves dealing with much uncertainty and risk and can therefore 
be managerially challenging.  

The capacity to take effective adaptation actions is known as ‘adaptive capacity’. Reviews of 
‘adaptive capacity’ undertaken in other countries prior to the 2012 UK CCRA have tended to 
reach conclusions based on measurements of population-level characteristics such as levels 
of income, social and political structures and levels of literacy. These have indeed correlated 
well with a higher-level of capacity to cope with and then recover quickly from disasters once 
these have occurred: they measure an ability to ‘cope’ after impacts have occurred. 

Adaptation, in contrast to ‘coping’, often requires things to be changed so that they become 
resilient to future climate events during their likely lifetimes. On this basis, adaptive capacity 
was defined in the CCRA as the capacity to ‘design and implement adaptation strategies to 
adjust to information about actual or potential climate change (including climate variability 
and extremes) to moderate potential damages, to take advantage of opportunities, or to cope 
with the consequences.1  

A initial review of the level of adaptive capacity in eight sectors of the UK was carried out 
during the CCRA in 2010-11. This indicated  that levels of adaptive capacity in the different 
sectors examined varied greatly: it was concluded that an effective level could generally not 
be assumed to be present in the sectors examined at that time. 

One implication could be that raising adaptive capacity could be an inexpensive method to 
assist adaptation in the UK. In this context, the purpose of this research is to improve 
confidence in the findings of the 2010-11 research and to assist the effective delivery of 
adaptation information by clarifying: 

 What hinders organisations from developing appropriate levels of adaptive capacity 

 What assists them to do so.  

 

                                                
1
 This definition was used to define the term ‘adaptive capacity’ in the Climate Change Risk Assessment, 2012. It synthesises that of Brooks and 

Adger, 2005, with the IPCC Assessment Report 4, 2007, building also on West and Gawith, 2005.. 



PREPARE - Barriers and enablers to organisational and sectoral adaptive  
capacity – qualitative study 

2 Ref: Ricardo-AEA/R/ED58163/PREPARE R1a/Issue number 1.0 

1.2 Current state of UK organisational adaptive capacity 

Evidence from previous 2012 UK CCRA research 

Adaptive capacity was initially assessed in 2010 as part of the UK 2012 CCRA by identifying 
a sample of the decisions that would be required to adapt to a sample of climate risks 
identified during the wider project. The capacity requirements of these decisions were 
assessed, taking account of factors that included decision lifetimes and other challenges that 
faced decision takers.  

The capacity available to decision takers in relevant organisations was then assessed. By 
comparing the capacity available with capacity requirements, a judgment could be formed as 
to where capacity was sufficient, or not, to address the sample of impacts. 

The conclusions, based on around 80 interviews with sector decision-takers and experts plus 
detailed organisational reviews, were as follows: 

1. Capacity to address the sample of risks selected varied significantly. There is every 
likelihood that some risks can be addressed without intervention. However, for other 
important risks the likelihood is low, and sometimes very low, unless adaptive 
capacity were to increase significantly. 

2. For risks in some important sectors, the extent of the capacity gap, and the length of 
time that would be needed to fill it, mean that an increase in adaptive capacity 
appears to be unlikely without intervention. 

3. The reasons behind the insufficiency of capacity vary significantly between different 
risks:  

a. In some cases (for instance biodiversity risks), good efforts are being made; 
nonetheless, the scale of the adaptation challenge is very great and it is 
questionable whether any level of capacity now evident could address it 
adequately. 

b. For other risks (for example in the built environment), there are major barriers 
to change. To overcome these would require a very high level of 
‘organisational’ capacity that is not yet in evidence. 

c. For other risks, for instance those relevant to banking, there appear to be no 
significant barriers but nonetheless the likelihood of action remains low since 
the level of organisational capacity in evidence is very low indeed. 

4. The risks that appear most likely to be addressed without intervention tend to have 
one or more of the following characteristics: 

a. Responding to them falls within the existing competence of managers in the 
relevant industry or sector (examples: direct health risks, rail buckling). 

b. Relevant procedures have been or are being amended, whether by the 
industry itself (example: insurance) or by broader cross-sector processes 
(example: emergency-related health risks). 

c. There are few significant barriers to overcome. 
5. In general, organisational adaptive capacity is at considerably too low a level to give 

confidence that longer term, complex risks can be effectively addressed. Many 
climate risks share these characteristics, suggesting that some form of intervention is 
likely to be needed.  

o This is not an abstract concern for the future. Because of a shortfall of 

adaptive capacity, opportunities for cost-effective adaptation are certainly 

being missed right now. This means that the future task of adaptation is 

becoming both more difficult and also more expensive. 

7.  Adaptive capacity is still a scarce resource, and likely to remain so in the absence 
of intervention. Nonetheless, some high levels of capacity can be identified and 
these provide a basis from which capacity can be built more widely. However, 
even such leading organisations appear to lack the capacity necessary to 
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undertake the significant structural reforms that are often required to make 
adaptation strategies easier to devise and implement. 

8.  To tackle these shortfalls, different intervention strategies would be needed, 
shaped according to the specific reasons for the low capacity and the urgency of 
taking action. 

More recent evidence of adaptive capacity in organisations  

To improve the level of confidence in these preliminary findings, Defra commissioned a 
second study to investigate adaptive capacity in a large number of organisations across 
England, as well as a further qualitative study which is described in detail in this report.  

The quantitative survey, published alongside this report, provided 1,976 responses to a 
wider-reaching telephone questionnaire undertaken by Ipsos MORI from December 2012 to 
January 2013. The quantitative survey was carried out in close collaboration with the 
qualitative survey described in this report. 

A total of 55% of all organisations identified either that they are taking some form of action in 
response to climate change or that they expect to do so. This is a higher figure than in 2010-
11. However, follow-on interviews suggest that many of those that claim to be acting are still 
at a very early stage and that very few indeed are yet taking significant steps to adapt to 
future climate impacts.  

The new evidence above does not, therefore, appear to contradict the conclusions from the 
CCRA review of adaptive capacity, i.e. that there is a significant gap between the level of 
capacity required for adaptation and that currently in place. However, the surveys addressed 
different audiences and so the consequence of this gap needs to be interpreted with caution. 
In general though, it might be concluded that poor adaptation decisions may be taken if 
appropriate support2 is not sought or provided. 

1.3 Conceptual framework 

Core assumptions behind this research are (a) that capacity develops progressively, i.e. that 
organisations begin by being less effective but that their capacity grows through learning, 
and (b) that the barriers that apply at early stages of the development of adaptive capacity 
are different to those that apply when organisations aim to improve their existing capacity. A 
third assumption (c) is that barriers are not only technological but that a wide range of 
different types of barrier needs to be taken into account.  

A straightforward but extremely helpful approach suitable for categorising barriers and 
enablers in a hierarchical form has been developed by the American writer, Ken Wilber. This 
has been applied to the climate change field in a recent EPSRC-funded project on how low 
carbon innovation might be accelerated.3 We used it in this project to ensure that we were 
systematically attending to the different types of barrier that might apply. 

Wilber uses a three-dimension framework as follows: 

 He differentiates between what he calls ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ barriers: 
o ‘Objective’ barriers are broadly those that are there for anyone to see. For 

instance they may be measured or weighed or other people’s measurements 
may be looked up in a library, etc. 

o ‘Subjective’ barriers are those that are important but that are not open to 
measurement in this way. 

 He then differentiates between ‘individual’ and ‘collective’ factors. 
o The former operate at the level of an individual actor, the latter at the level of 

groups or wider social systems. 

                                                
2
 The Climate Ready Service based in the Environment Agency has been introduced so as to meet this and similar needs. 

3
 Ballard, Reason and Coleman, 2010. 
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This gives an initial simple 2 x 2 matrix for categorising barriers as follows:  

 

 The upper left or individual subjective quadrant above (here called ‘Mindset, values & 
related personal factors’) covers issues such as emotions, individual assumptions, 
mindsets, etc. 

 The upper right or individual objective quadrant (here called ‘Skills and related 
personal factors’) covers behaviours and objective skills such as whether someone 
can speak a particular language or has access to the higher levels of mathematics. 

 The lower left or collective subjective quadrant (here called ‘Cultural factors’) covers 
factors such as group cultures and norms, etc. 

 The lower right or collective objective quadrant (here called ‘Contextual factors’) 
covers external contextual and relatively objective factors that are often summarised 
as PESTLE – political, environmental, social, technical, legal and economic factors. 

Wilber claims that these four quadrants do not easily reduce into each other and therefore 
need to be analysed differently. In any situation several are likely to apply. 

A hierarchical dimension can then be added. This is to take account of how barriers change 
at different levels of capacity. We identified four different levels of capacity as follows: 

 High capacity (broadly those able to work effectively with longer-run climate scenarios 
of 10 or more years); 

 Medium capacity (broadly have begun to put systems in place to manage the impacts 
of current weather, but are not yet looking towards future climate); 

 Low capacity organisations (those not at the levels above). On the basis of the 
evidence presented in the quantitative survey, which showed clear differences 
between the two groups, we further subdivided this lower category as follows: 

o ‘HiLo’ capacity organisations (Plan to take respond to current weather – or 
potentially to future climate – but have taken few if any actions as yet.); 

o ‘LoLo’ capacity organisations (Are not acting and have no plans to act). 

Adding these four levels of capacity therefore gave a simple 2 x 2 x 4 structure for analysing 
barriers and enablers. 
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1.4 Research methodology 

The research was undertaken through a series of 73 qualitative interviews exploring barriers 
to and enablers of capacity building using the 2 x 2 x 4 structure as above. As far as 
possible, interviewees were recruited on the basis of their answers during the linked 
quantitative exercise undertaken between December 2012 and January 2013. A mix of 
organisations taking action and those who are not were selected to assess the range of 
barriers and enablers organisations faced, rather than to represent the population of 
businesses or other organisations in the UK.  

We chose primarily to focus on: 

a. Decision-taking organisations (i.e. on those that will be taking long-lasting, potentially 
climate-impacted decisions within the next 3-5 years), since they are the ones who 
will actually need to access appropriately high levels of adaptive capacity.  

b. ‘Framework’ organisations (e.g. regulators) that may not take any, or many, decisions 
directly themselves, but whose actions set the frame for adaptive actions by a wider 
range of organisations and who therefore play a key role in capacity. 

Roughly similar numbers at each of the three higher levels of capacity were targeted, which 
implied some over-sampling of medium capacity organisations and significant over-sampling 
of high capacity organisations. This over-sampling was deliberate, because we anticipated 
(correctly) that the interviews with medium and high capacity organisations (as defined 
above) would yield more information on barriers. 

To offset the under-sampling of low capacity organisations, over 800 organisations 
provisionally classified as ‘low’ were asked a simple question about capacity barriers during 
the quantitative interviews. This provided a larger volume of evidence on the barriers faced 
by low capacity organisations. 

We identified different levels of organisational capacity during the quantitative survey by 
using (a) a self-assessment by the respondent and (b) some targeted questions to test that 
self-assessment. These identified which of a set of capacity-defining activities were being 
undertaken by the interviewee’s organisation.4 This resulted in downgrading of capacity 
classification for a significant number of organisations, but no upgrading.  

Two interviewing organisations were used:  

 Alexander Ballard Ltd (who specialise in capacity assessment) interviewed 33 high 
and medium capacity organisations; 

 Ipsos MORI (non-specialist on capacity issues but with more general interviewing 
expertise) interviewed 40 low and medium capacity organisations.  

The overlap of both organisations in interviewing medium capacity organisations allowed any 
interviewer bias to be identified and corrected for. 

Following the completion of interviews, the results were gathered, individual comments 
placed onto cards and grouped and discussed in-depth in a series of meetings. A number of 
themes were identified, which were then written up for this report. 

A copy of the interview script can be found at Appendix 2. 

We would stress that a very large amount of data was gathered. While we have analysed this 
at great length, and believe that we have identified valid and useful findings, we believe that 
other researchers would be able to use it in their own research. To facilitate this, alongside 
the publication of this report, anonymised data is being presented to Defra so as to be 
available for use by other researchers. 

                                                
4
 These activities were identified from the database of activities associated with the PACT framework for assessing organisational capacity. This 

framework was used during the CCRA review. 
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The results were considered alongside findings from an extensive literature review, which 
was carried out by the University of Leeds Faculty of the Environment. A summary of this is 
at Appendix 3, where there is a link to the full literature review. 

1.5 Limitations and caveats  

A number of limitations to the methodology described above need to be acknowledged: 

1. The purposive sampling means that findings cannot be extrapolated quantitatively to 
be representative of UK organisations. However, common barriers and enablers are 
likely to be relevant to a wide range of organisations. 

2. Although some need to downgrade classifications of capacity had been anticipated, 
only a very small number of high capacity organisations were identified during the 
quantitative process and this meant that we had to approach organisations of known 
higher capacity. This inevitably meant that the interviews of higher capacity 
organisations were much less randomly selected than medium and low capacity 
organisations. 

3. We did not investigate barriers to capacity in organisations that do not take decisions 
of 10 or more years in duration in the qualitative survey (although low capacity non-
decision-taking organisations were asked capacity questions in the quantitative 
study). An exception was made, however, for ‘framework organisations such as 
regulators, whose actions set the framework for decision-taking organisations.  

o The justification for this is that shortfalls in capacity in non-decision-taking 
organisations are of less policy relevance than in organisations where climate-
relevant decisions were being taken. 

4. Medium- and higher-level organisations were asked questions about their history as 
well as about their current barriers and enablers. This enabled some historical 
perspective on how initial barriers had been overcome, but at the cost of greater 
demands being placed on organisations of higher capacity. Some interviews with 
such organisations took over twice as long as with low capacity organisations. 
Despite great cooperation from interviewees from such organisations, for which we 
are extremely grateful, the inevitable fatigue meant that some insights may have 
been missed: with more time, more might have been possible, but this was almost 
certainly unachievable in this initial survey. 

5. We spoke to a single individual about the status of each organisation.  
o This was beneficial in that it allowed a much wider range of organisations to 

be considered: it would have been quite impossible within the time available 
and for realistic budgets to seek multiple interviewees within a single 
organisation.  

o In addition, this would have multiplied the burden on participating 
organisations, which would have risked resentment and very likely also a 
significant drop in participation.  

o Moreover, since we spoke to the most knowledgeable person on the topic, 
there would have been diminishing returns had we spoken to more people 
within a single organisation.  

o However, the disadvantage is that we inevitably spoke to a subset of people 
who – because of their active role on the topic – might hold somewhat 
divergent opinions from other people in the organisation.  

o There is even a possibility that the interviewees might resemble each other 
more than their organisations.  

We do not think that the validity of our conclusions was compromised: 

o We found that interviewees differed widely from each other, according to their 
organisation’s level of capacity; 

o We ensured that the interviews gathered factual evidence to allow subjective 
claims (e.g. on the organisation’s level of capacity) to be tested;  
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o The literature review and the quantitative telephone survey also gave different 
perspectives on the topic from the interviewees, providing a set of quality 
criteria that we are confident minimised these potential biases. 
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2 How capacity progresses 

The research we have undertaken shows clearly that there are indeed different levels of 
capacity and that these behave quite differently from each other. The fact the this research 
was closely linked to a quantitative study means that some strong conclusions can 
sometimes be drawn about differences between these groups.5 

As noted above, we looked at four different levels of capacity, which we found were quite 
different to each other both in terms of their behaviour and in terms of the barriers that they 
encountered.6  

Here is what we found about the differences between organisations at different levels of 
adaptive capacity. 

1. Low capacity: not engaging (LoLo). These organisations have not engaged with the 
agenda at all and have no plans to do so. 

 There were few if any public bodies at this level. However, there was a higher 
proportion of businesses. 

 These organisations were smaller on average than other respondents.  

 They tend to be taking many fewer decisions with extended lifetimes (defined as 
lasting a minimum of ten years from the decision process beginning and the end of 
the useful lifetime of the decision). 

o This suggests that many are likely to be correct not to see climate change as 
having much if any relevance to their decision-taking. That is, to be ‘LoLo’ on 
climate capacity need not imply lower capacity in general. 

 They are less likely to talk about ‘climate change’ but rather about ‘extreme weather’. 

 They are less likely to have experienced extreme weather events. 

 Their understanding of barriers to capacity development is radically different to 
organisations at all other levels: 

o They see cost and lack of relevance of the agenda as the main barriers 
o They believe that they would encounter no other barriers to capacity 

development (in the event that they were ever to perceive climate adaptation 
as relevant). 

 We think this belief cannot be relied upon, however: recognition of 
other barriers is so much greater at higher levels of capacity, that it 
may be hypothesised that barriers only come into consciousness when 
a decision is taken to act in some way. 

o However, they are significantly less likely than higher capacity organisations 
to think that they have access to sufficient information on impacts. 

 They hardly featured in the in-depth interviews (1 of 21 ‘low’ in original classification). 
o This is entirely consistent with their self-assessment: they regarded the issue 

as irrelevant: they had already given 30 minutes of their time: why would they 
see it as relevant to offer more time? 

2. Low capacity: moving towards engagement (HiLo). These organisations have as yet 
done little or nothing, but recognise that they might need to. 

                                                
5
 We are indebted to Ipsos MORI data analysis for statistical conclusions. 

6
 Although this had not been a primary purpose of the research, these four groups eventually corresponded closely to the PACT Response Levels 

used in the 2012 UK CCRA Review of Adaptive Capacity. ‘Low, not engaging’ corresponds closely with PACT Response Level (RL)1 (‘Core 
Business Focused’), ‘Low, Moving towards Engagement’ with PACT RL2 ‘Stakeholder Responsive’, and ‘Medium’ with PACT RL3 (‘Efficient 
Management’). ‘High’ would correspond with organisations at PACT RL4 (‘Breakthrough Projects’) and RL5 (‘Strategic Resilience’). However, we 
expected to be able to find very few if any that were solidly functioning at RL5 capacity, none having been identified during the 2012 Survey, and 
so made no attempt to differentiate them here. 
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 In the quantitative study, these organisations stated either that they expected to act, 
but had not yet begun, or that they were just beginning to act, but had done little or 
nothing yet. (There seemed to be few statistically significant differences between the 
way that these two groups answered questions in the quantitative survey).  

 These organisations take more long-term decisions than ‘LoLo’ organisations at the 
very lowest level but fewer than those at ‘Medium’ or ‘High’ levels. 

 They are larger, on average, than LoLo organisations and smaller, on average, than 
Medium or High organisations. 

 They are more likely to have experienced extreme weather than LoLo organisations. 

 They also prefer to frame discussions around extreme weather than climate change. 

 Many interviewees found it difficult or impossible to differentiate the mitigation from 
the adaptation agenda. 

 They are less likely to see any opportunities relating to climate change (or extreme 
weather). 

 Their reported barriers are very different to those reported by LoLo organisations and, 
as they consider taking some action, seem to reflect a growing understanding that 
adaptation will not be as easy as thought. For instance, they recognise: 

o Lack of skills and knowledge 
o The need to overcome internal scepticism 
o Lack of financial and human resources 

 Interviewees found it very difficult to discuss the challenges of longer term adaptation. 
A common response was, ‘we’ll see an impact and then we all respond’. But this 
response appears to miss the fact that decision timescales can mean that when 
impacts occur it will sometimes be too late to respond. This is not surprising: by 
definition, these HiLo organisations have not yet begun to respond even to current 
weather and are some way from being able to adapt to a changing climate. 

3. Medium capacity. These organisations have begun work on climate adaptation. They 
have typically examined risks from current weather and have allocated some resources 
to addressing them. However, they have not yet looked significantly at future climate: 
their work is more framed around current extreme weather risks i.e. up to 10 years 
ahead. On the positive side, a basic management response is beginning and potentially 
forms a basis for adapting to a changing climate. However, it also means that any long 
lifetime decisions that these organisations make are very unlikely to take sufficient 
account of future trends to ensure their resilience. 

 We found in qualitative interviews that very few of the organisations whose self-
assessment indicated potential high capacity were meeting the ‘high’ criterion used in 
this report. However, we found no cases where organisations needed to be upgraded 
to ‘high’ capacity. This suggests that some organisations at ‘medium’ capacity may 
tend to overestimate their own capacity. 

 A surprising number continue to mistake the mitigation for the adaptation agendas. 
Some of these recognised that they could not easily distinguish between them. 

 Organisations at this level take longer-lifetime decisions than those with lower 
capacity.  They are more likely to have experienced extreme weather and are less 
likely to question information provided by Government sources on climate impacts. A 
high proportion of interviewees who described trying to work with available 
information said that they struggled with translating the scientific and probabilistic 
language into scenarios that enabled them to make management decisions and 
develop effective investment proposals within the terms on which the organisation is 
run.   

 Medium level organisations tend to focus on what is wholly under their control.  Even 
when climate change impacts on them can only be dealt with through collaborating 
with others, they are likely to focus on what they control directly.  Exceptions may be 
where a higher capacity organisation, regulation or other external driver stimulates 
them to do so. 
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 They looked for clear scenarios that 
would attract the confidence of their 
leadership, enable good decision 
making and effective business case 
development.  Such scenarios would 
ideally, in their view, be sanctioned by 
National Government.   

 The potential business opportunities 
from adaptation are increasingly 
recognised. 

 Consistent with the gradations in 
response above, and with impressions 
from in-depth interviews, we began to 
speculate that there might be a capacity 
transition within the group of 
organisations identified as medium. This 
might consist of a move from an 
‘immature’ but still active early stage to a more complete and solid later stage, at 
which point the limitations of ‘medium’ responses to a long term major strategic 
challenge were more widely recognised and the organisation became ready to take 
the next step. However, this could not be tested against the data and therefore 
remains an impression. 

 Organisations at this level found it very difficult to envisage or discuss a well-adapting 
UK; discussions tended to emphasise the importance of external leadership (from 
national Government in particular). Several interviewees who were otherwise 
comfortable in discussing adaptation slipped back into the mitigation agenda at this 
point in the discussion. 

 We did not gather information on barriers from the quantitative survey for these 
organisations. Information on barriers came from the in-depth interviews and is 
summarised in Section 3 below. 

 At medium capacity there is variability in the degree of senior level buy in. It ranges 
from being a marginalised issue to being an emerging core issue which is not yet 
adequately embedded into the organisational strategies, procedures and processes. 

 At this level we see the emergence of internal champions or change agents who have 
an impact even when senior level buy-in is still weak or absent. These individuals are 
often making links outside the organisation with other individuals and support groups 
which enable them to learn and share information. This helps them to feel less 
isolated. 

 Individual change agents themselves see the need for change but often believe that 
the most potent way to make it happen is either through external national 
(Government) intervention or the increasing occurrence of extreme weather/climate 
related disruptive events (or a combination of both). 

 A driver for action at this level is more about 
being like others rather than being the best;  i.e. 
there is a perceived risk in ‘putting one’s head 
above the parapet’. 

 Another feature of this level is the presence of 
ad hoc, as yet unintegrated, activities, which are 
not happening with any sense of organisational 
coherence and yet can become part of building 
the organisational or business case for change.  

4. High capacity. These organisations have not only 
looked at current risks in an organised way but are beginning to explore future climate 
scenarios and to take action on future climate risks. This could be said to be the first point 
where adaptation to a changing climate begins. These organisations are able to 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

How medium capacity becomes established 

 “The biggest change has come from the public health 
team beginning to make connections between 
weather events and health outcomes, especially with 
the recent rain.  They are therefore developing more 
sophisticated responses to these issues.” 

 “The climate change data that I am able to access 
takes significant work to find and interpret to a level 
that is suitable to business decision making.  
Sometimes I don’t have the time to achieve that.  At 
other times I am unable to build a sufficiently strong 
case with the data I can find.  I would like easier to use 
and more definitive information to help build adaptive 
business cases with less effort. “ 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Activities not fully integrated 

A major new housing development is being 
planned on a flood plain and is being 
designed to accommodate this. However, 
the same authority lacks the resources to 
scrutinise others’ building planning 
applications for adaptation measures. 
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understand and translate the scientific data into 
management information in some cases. They are 
also spotting gaps in the data and some are 
actively researching to fill the gaps and develop a 
better understanding of adaptation behaviour.  As 
they do so, they are beginning to encounter more 
significant challenges in adapting that require 
changes to a sector’s ‘business as usual’. Unlike 
organisations at medium level, therefore, they are 
adapting the system within which adaptation 
occurs and not merely the approach that they take 
within such a system. This is the point at which 
strategic adaptation begins. 

 We had originally planned to recruit organisations from those self-assessing at a 
relatively high level in the quantitative survey, but the in-depth interviews identified 
very few indeed that were at this level.  

o Some potential candidates were clearly very far from this level, others were 
much closer but recognised that they were not yet there. 

 ‘High’ organisations must, therefore, be assumed to be a very small proportion of the 
organisational population. That organisations at this level do exist was demonstrated 
by our being able to contact several through existing networks and to conduct in-
depth interviews with them.  

 Collaboration: These organisations have recognised that they cannot do it all 
themselves and must work in collaboration with others. 

 The high capacity organisation has an effective understanding of climate change 
futures which it uses in developing the resilience of its own supply chain and in 
product/service development. 

 In terms of size, high capacity decision taking organisations ranged from small to 
multinational. However, high capacity framework bodies all tended, by their nature, to 
be large. This implies that this group might potentially have a larger impact than might 
be assumed from their low numbers. 

 The whole organisation is moving towards being an adaptive organisation rather than 
a few isolated champions/change agents. 

 A number of high capacity interviewees commented on how capacity progression 
could be halted or even reversed in particular through a change in leadership or 
demand pull through from the marketplace. 

 There is an emphasis on effectively interpreting the data to enable operational 
decision making 

 Internally the leadership engage members of staff or wider stakeholders to deliver the 
adaptation strategy even where individual staff members may not fully understand 
what they are doing or why. 

 Business case: in the private sector, some organisations are developing adaptive 
offerings in the marketplace. However, whereas medium capacity organisations will 
only respond to demands for adaptive offerings (and withdraw these if demand drops 
away), high capacity organisations will continue to strengthen the business case for 
adaptation in order to stimulate the market so far as they can.  

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Moving towards an adaptive 
organisation 

“I was asked ‘how can we do this (the plan) 
in an age of austerity? They think it needs 
money, if they believe that they will never 
do anything. We need to join together what 
people are already doing and remove the 
barriers around silos. It’s all about joining 
things and disciplines together.”  
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3 Barriers to improving organisational 
adaptive capacity 

In this section we first describe different types of barriers to raising organisational adaptive 
capacity in general terms, identifying how barriers identified in the literature relate to them 
(the research literature rarely explicitly engages with how barriers change at different levels 
of capacity). We then go on to summarise the key barriers emerging from the research at 
different levels of capacity. 

3.1 Different types of barrier to developing capacity 

Section 1.4 introduced the 2x2 matrix used by Ken Wilber to categorise phenomena (in this 
case barriers to capacity raising) in a systematic way. On the vertical axis, phenomena are 
divided into those that relate to the individual and those that apply collectively. On the 
horizontal axis, they are divided into those that can be ‘objectively’ measured or observed 
and those that are inherently subjective. 

Mindset, values & related personal barriers – individual subjective 

The term ‘individual subjective’ refers to barriers in the inner world of the particular 
individuals who might act to adapt to climate impacts. These 
people might be leaders, other decision takers, climate 
adaptation champions and other people who might need to 
change what they do in order to make adaptation possible. 
These barriers might include their attitudes to risk (both risks to 
life, limb and property, etc., and risks to career or reputation), 
their political allegiances, how they see the world and their role 
within it, their sense of ‘agency’ to make a difference, their 
personal values, assumptions, beliefs and emotions, etc. 

Barriers like this are hard to measure objectively. Indeed sometimes people are not fully 
aware of their own beliefs and assumptions. Assessing them is therefore inevitably 
somewhat subjective. However, trying to understand them is extremely important, since they 
can act both as a filter to what evidence is accepted (if someone believes strongly that 
climate change is a myth, for instance, then s/he will tend to discount information about its 
impacts) and as a way of deciding which adaptation actions should be considered. 

Mindset, values & related personal barriers from the literature review 

The literature review (Appendix 3) identifies a number of barriers of this type that hinder the 
development of adaptive capacity in organisations. For instance: 

 Manasfi & Greenhalgh (2011) cite the attitude of senior management as a crucial 
enabler of, or barrier to, climate adaptation. 

 The capacity of leaders with the personal capacity to create and sustain momentum 
on climate initiatives is crucial. Its absence was among the most-cited barriers in a 
SEERA study, tending to undermine partnerships, information exchange and co-
ordination of actions between organisations (Wilby & Vaughan, 2011). 

 Lack of awareness of the relevance of climate impacts to the core business of the 
organisation is widely cited as a key barrier (Berkhout et al, 2006; Boyd & Osbahr, 
2010). If this awareness deficit is unconscious, it may even lead to underinvestment 
in capacity development. 
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Skills and related personal barriers – individual objective 

These barriers refer to factors that are also measurable and reasonably objective (i.e. they 
can be assessed and agreed upon by a wide range of different 
people). These barriers apply at the level of the individual person 
(whether a leader, a decision-taker at other levels of the 
organisation, or a climate adaptation champion, or whoever might 
need to change what s/he does in order to make adaptation 
possible).  

Examples of such barriers include (for instance) skills (both 
technical and interpersonal), knowledge (e.g. of what climate 
scenarios are saying) and professional competence (for instance, 
the ability to interpret what general climate scenarios might mean for a particular 
organisation). Barriers of this category are important because they can often be addressed, 
either by training or by hiring staff or external experts who have the relevant qualities. 
However, they cannot be addressed until they are recognised. 

Skills and related personal barriers from the literature review 

The literature review identifies a number of barriers of this type that hinder the development 
of adaptive capacity in organisations. For instance: 

 Many organisations lack people with the skills to handle inherently uncertain 
information (e.g. climate scenarios) in their commercial planning processes (Boyd & 
Osbahr, 2010). 

 Climate champions who often drive change may be held back by their relatively low 
organisational status and hence by their inability to access leaders (Manasfi & 
Greenhalgh 2011). 

 Berkhout et al (2006) identify one of the key barriers as being a lack of people who 
can pick up and interpret what might be weak climate signals relevant to investment. 

 Westerhoff et al (2011) identify a need for people with the skills to identify which data 
are meaningful and credible and generally ‘usable’ in building investment cases. 

 They also stress that scientific information must not only be available but should also 
be accessible to and usable by people in a particular organisation.  

 Oven (2012) identifies over-reliance on technical / engineering skills as opposed to 
the use of social science skills as potentially leading to an under-engagement with 
wider social perspectives and therefore to impaired decision taking for adaptation. 

Cultural barriers – collective subjective 

These barriers refers to the way in which discussions on climate change are ‘framed’ in a 
social system such as a business or other organisation and to 
the capacity of that social system to generate and support 
appropriate actions. These factors include organisational 
cultures, mindsets, attitudes to risk, willingness and capacity to 
innovate, etc. They overlap significantly with individual interior 
barriers but do not absolutely determine them. For instance, 
whether individual decision makers ‘believe’ in climate change 
or not may be irrelevant if the organisational culture puts 
discussion of the issue ‘off limits’. 

Similar to ‘individual interior’ barriers, these factors can often be hidden within to members of 
that social system and may need to be brought out through reflective discussions or 
‘discourse analysis’ or similar. These barriers can of course be extremely important; e.g. they 
may make effective adaptation undiscussable in certain types of organisation. 
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Cultural barriers from the literature review 

The literature review identifies a number of barriers of this type that hinder the development 
of adaptive capacity in organisations. For instance: 

 Barriers may be to do with the way in which an organisation ‘frames’ adaptation. For 
instance, if it is seen as a ‘linear, predict and provide’ problem, then this may result in 
a failure to appreciate the skills and other forms of capacity that are required.  

 Harries & Penning-Rowsell (2011) identify limited organisational cultures as a major 
barrier. For instance, they identify two main discourses that limit change: 

o The ‘engineering’ discourse leads to over-reliance on structural and 
engineering-based responses.  

o The ‘public accountability’ discourse is, they claim, leaving decision makers 
responsive to the needs of ‘victims’ at the expense of other members of the 
population or to governmental policy pronouncements. 

 A constrained ‘adaptation space’ is identified as a barrier by Berkhout et al (2006). 
This refers to the way in which the organisation conceives of actions that are 
available to it. For instance, if a water company ‘frames’ relevant actions as being 
only engineering ones, then more mixed and adaptive strategies that might deliver 
better adaptation results do not even get considered. 

 Boyd & Osbahr (2010) identified organisational culture as a crucial barrier to rapid 
change. Linked to this, Bleda & Shackley (2008) identify organisational inertia that 
leads to inappropriate and outdated belief systems on climate change remaining 
unchallenged as crucial in undermining the development of strategies. Unless 
underlying beliefs are challenged in the light of experience, which can be difficult to 
do, then even considerable counter-evidence will not make a difference. 

 Organisations’ capacity to plan into the future is identified by Hedger et al (2006) as a 
crucial barrier to their being able to make use of the UKCIP02 Climate Scenarios. 

Contextual barriers – collective objective 

These barriers refer to contextual factors that hinder effective 
adaptation that typically apply to many organisations. Many of 
these barriers fall within what is sometimes called the ‘PESTLE’ – 
they are political, economic, social, technical, legal or 
environmental. They include factors such as what can be 
achieved through current technologies, infrastructure 
replacement cycles, legal barriers, current costs of relevant 
alternatives, etc. 

These factors are relatively ‘objective’: that is, they can be observed and measured or 
otherwise analysed by different people using the same methodology. For instance, laws can 
be looked up in statute books. 

These are important because they often define the scope of what is possible at any one time. 
For instance, a new type of dam was identified by farmers in central Benelux as a good way 
of retaining water in fields, but was not permitted by current legislation. Such barriers have to 
be removed if they are inappropriately hindering adaptation. However, removing or finding 
ways around them often involves changing the wider organisational context, which itself can 
be very challenging for an individual organisation to undertake. 

Contextual barriers from the literature review 

The literature review identifies a number of barriers of this type that hinder the development 
of adaptive capacity in organisations. For instance: 

 Future climate impacts are inherently uncertain and this acts as a barrier in a number 
of respects. Charlton and Arnell (2011) found, for instance, that unavoidable climate 
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uncertainty constrained water companies both from identifying which impacts merit 
attention and also undermined confidence in decision making.  

 Berkhout et al (2006) refer to the necessity of there being access to usable scientific 
information to inform decision takers.  

 Westerhoff et al (2011) cite wider stakeholder fatigue as a barrier, as do Hedger et al 
(2006). 

 They also cite the impact of unscientific press reports that play down the importance 
of messages from scientific research and climate projects. Again, so do Hedger et al 
(2006). 

 Oven et al (2012) identify the complexity of the system of interest that needs to be 
consulted for effective adaptation strategies to be developed as an important barrier. 

 Boyd & Osbahr (2010) identify the challenge when organisations need to deliver to 
multiple agendas as a crucial barrier to speedy action on climate impacts. 

 Arnell & Delaney, (2006) found that the supply regulations in the water industry 
tended to lead to an excessive focus by water companies on supply measures, 
particularly reservoir building. 

3.2 Barriers at low capacity – interview data  

883 organisations that identified themselves as low capacity in the quantitative survey were 
asked questions on barriers during the quantitative survey.7 This was to compensate for their 
anticipated lower level of engagement in the in-depth interviews. There is therefore a very 
large sample of respondents at LoLo and at HiLo levels of capacity. 

As noted in Section 2 above, the LoLo organisations (‘Low Capacity, not engaging’) were 
significantly more likely not to identify any barriers at all (45%) except for being significantly 
more likely to consider that the issue was not relevant to them (21%). We can speculate that 
many of these organisations would be subject to the same barriers as those at the next level 
of capacity, but that these barriers had not yet become conscious because they perceived - 
or there was - no need to act and so had not invested the time to consider barriers.  

HiLo organisations had identified that barriers do exist, which might be significant, but 
interviewees did not yet exhibit well-developed understanding of them. For instance, barriers 
to developing capacity to adapt were quoted but examples given were of barriers to 
mitigation. Equally, the process of interviewing drew out the existence of barriers that did not 
emerge spontaneously. 

Mindset, values & related personal barriers  

Organisations at the HiLo level of capacity (‘Low capacity, moving to action’) identified few if 
any mindset, values and related personal barriers: 

 In particular, during the quantitative survey only 2% mentioned senior management 
lack of ‘buy-in’ as a constraint. This may, of course, be a consequence of significant 
action not yet having begun and so the extent of senior management buy-in not yet 
having been tested. 

 A more significant ‘mindset’ barrier emerged, however, when specific questions were 
asked in the in-depth interviews. Six of the 21 spontaneously identified climate 
change scepticism as an issue, one of the biggest barriers identified. This may be 
why lower capacity organisations are significantly more likely to use the term, 
‘extreme weather’ than ‘climate change’. 

o Of these six, only two referred explicitly to senior leaders or decision makers. 
This appears to be a more general issue and not only at the senior levels. 

 There was no other single mindset barrier that was mentioned by more than one 
interviewee. Others mentioned included (a) a sense that nothing could be done, (b) a 

                                                
7
 801 was the weighted number; 883 were actually asked these questions. 
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willingness to do nothing ‘because it won’t happen in our lifetimes’ and (c) climate 
change not being high on individual agendas. 

Skills and related personal barriers  

HiLo organisations identified the following skills and related personal barriers during the 
quantitative survey: 

 Lack of information and of advice on what action can be taken (pointing to a lack of 
knowledge and expertise) (12%) 

 6% saw the lack of availability of information on a changing climate as a barrier. 
However, other evidence showed that this perception reduced as self-assessed 
capacity increased, which suggests that this is a skills issue (inability to access 
relevant information) rather than a consequence of information not being available.  

It will be noted that both of these percentages are very low. The proportion citing skills 
shortages rose very substantially in the in-depth interviews. Six of the 21 organisations 
mentioned (or strongly implied) a skills gap. A further interviewee said that s/he lacked the 
knowledge even to know whether there might be a skills gap. This therefore amounts to a 
substantial minority (around 1/3) of interviewees spontaneously citing a shortage of skills, 
significantly more than implied by the quantitative data above  

It is not always that the skills do not exist, only that they do not necessarily exist where 
needed, for instance in the senior management group. Lack of skills in such a group could, it 
was claimed, block responses throughout the organisation. 

Cultural barriers  

HiLo organisations identified few if any cultural barriers during the quantitative survey: 

 A mere 4% (not significantly different from LoLo organisations) cited short 
organisational time scales or the pressure of short-term commitments as a barrier.  

 This number appeared to expand significantly in the in-depth interviews, where at 
least four, arguably five, of the 21 organisations spontaneously mentioned ‘short term 
thinking’.  

o The fifth organisation specifically and spontaneously rejected the idea that low 
levels of engagement were to do with short term thinking. However, somewhat 
contradicting that point, that interviewee went on to say that looking into the 
future was not an organisational priority when the organisation would not 
necessarily exist ten years into the future. 

o The reasons for organisations to think short term might be very reasonable: 
for instance facing a battle for financial survival or being within two years of 
the next election. 

 Other cultural barriers included (a) ‘not seeing this as an issue’ and (b) tradition 
(‘farms tend to stick to how things have been done for generations’). 

Contextual barriers  

In the quantitative survey, organisations at the HiLo level of capacity (‘Low capacity, moving 
to action’) were significantly less likely than LoLo organisations to see nothing as preventing 
them from acting (25%) and significantly less likely to see the issues as irrelevant to them 
(6%).  

They identified the following contextual barriers during the quantitative survey: 

 Insufficient money, finance or budget (35%); 

 Uncertainty of climate projections (6%). 

In-depth interviews revealed the following: 
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 Financial constraints were again most frequently quoted as a barrier, being quoted by 
six of the 21 interviewees. This was typically to do with the perceived long pay-back 
period on investments. 

  ‘Technological barriers’ were next most commonly cited (by five of the 21 
organisations). However, this should not be taken too seriously: four of the five gave 
examples, but these all related to mitigation rather than adaptation.  

o This may also cast doubt on the financial constraints, since technology was 
most commonly quoted as a reason for needing money. 

3.3 Barriers at medium capacity – interview data  

Interviewees from organisations at this level of capacity appeared to have a strong 
understanding of barriers that block their further progress, but much less of what might help 
them to overcome them: some simply could not see a way past these barriers to move 
forward beyond their current capacity.  An interviewee noticed the lag time in their 
organisation between the time of an experience and building the capacity to address it. 

Mindset, values & related personal barriers  

Interviewees often cited this type of barrier before other barriers.  For instance, there is 
frequent ongoing scepticism in the wider organisation about the reality of climate change and 
/ or as to the relevance to them as individuals or as organisational members of taking action 
on it. Those that are deeply personally committed to climate change adaptation can feel 
frustrated and experience levels of stress if the organisation they are working with cannot 
respond to what they see as important.  Some who carry a personal commitment felt that 
they would like to do more but family and other personal commitments were a barrier to 
doing as much as they would like. 

Equally, people who are personally not so committed 
but who have been given responsibility by a relatively 
strong medium capacity leadership team may have 
made themselves knowledgeable but then may 
experience the concern and stress of engaging with 
a workforce that is bored or unresponsive to the 
climate change requirements of their work. 

Subject to some of these stresses, some find 
themselves interacting with their colleagues in a way that attracts further resistance and 
compounds the issue. 

Leaders and other people beginning to act on this agenda and who feel less informed are 
concerned that they don’t understand the evidence and may look foolish to their peer 
employees and to peer organisations if they do something too extreme. This is a potentially 
important response since it has the potential ultimately to undermine organisational level 
ambitions; a fear-based preference not to risk ridicule by going out on a limb, but to be like 
their peers (who are largely doing little or nothing) rather than the best.  

We think it likely that much lack of ambition in ‘medium’ organisations can be understood through this 
lens: if it is widespread, then the response would not be to disseminate ‘best practice’ (because this is 
divergent from mainstream norms) but to create local hubs to generate a sense of being part of a 
group that is doing sensible low-risk things together. Alternatively, very clear guidance could be given 
by a customer’s procurement specifications or by a respected framework organisation, so that the 
risk-averse can appropriately pass off responsibility for their actions. This may also explain why high 
capacity framework organisations (whose own adaptive capacity is enhanced when they can 
collaborate with others) report that medium capacity partners are often good collaborators (because 
they welcome leadership by higher capacity organisations).   

  

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Lack of clarity on climate change 

“It is hard to work out what to believe.  

Experts and eminent organisations are giving 

conflicting advice.  It is hard to predict what 

the future will look like.” 
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Skills and related personal barriers  

Skills were considerably more in evidence amongst medium level organisations than among 
lower capacity organisations.  However, they were 
patchy and disconnected, often held by one or a few 
individuals but not embedded in the organisation, 
leading to ad hoc and uncoordinated adaptive 
activities.  

The skill to work with adaptation concepts seemed 
strongly linked to earlier training; those with a natural 
sciences or engineering background were more 
quickly at ease with the concepts and their 
implications than others. The lag between 
experience and the capacity to develop a response 
and the knowledge and skills to act was also 
noticed. 

Difficulties in accessing external sources of expertise 
were also mentioned, although more commonly amongst the private sector, in government 
agencies, third sector organisations, and relatively low capacity local authorities. Local 
authorities with a longer-established programme appeared to mention difficulties in 
accessing skills less often. 

Adaptation specialists within organisations at this level find that being part of a network of 
practitioners and specialists gives access to experience and expertise which is helpful.  
However, it can be hard to get leaders and investment decision makers to similar events to 
build their understanding in order to make better decisions. 

General uncertainty about the information available and how to make sense of it once found 
recurs as a barrier. Being able to generate a clear direction for action for leaders and 
decision takers from available information can be a challenge.  Some of the longer 
established medium organisations may be working hard to do this but the transaction cost of 
transferring the relevant expertise is high. This compromises senior management’s ability 
fully to use the information that is available. 

Where skills were not sufficient for the organisation to be an effective collaborator in larger 
scale adaptation programmes, this can be a barrier to the activities of higher capacity 
organisations, which need to co-ordinate activity across several organisations.   

Cultural barriers  

Medium level organisations typically work with planning horizons that are too short, or simply 
too reactive, to engage adequately with longer run climate issues. A further key barrier is that 
their decision making processes and ways of thinking, which are rooted in responses to 
current weather and have not yet taken on the implications of a changing climate, make it 
difficult to make an investment case, particularly for a longer-term decision.  These lead to 
“business as usual” short term planning prioritisation and to insufficient scope being given to 
assessment, even in some cases where there is a mandatory long term planning horizon 

At this level this is frequently attributed to leaders being “not up to speed”. Some of this 
behaviour is attributed to there being: 

 “no consequences for leadership of 
continuing the culture of kicking the long term 
decisions further down the road until there is 
an immediate need to respond, by which time 
losses are likely to have been incurred and 
correction will be expensive (but today’s 
decision makers will be retired).”   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

A champion who lacks key skills 

The interviewee felt that whilst he was 

responsible for climate change issues in his risk 

management role he didn’t know much about it 

and didn’t know where to find it.  He had 

received some training but there was a lot more 

that he felt he needed to know.  This, along 

with the issue’s low priority made it hard for 

him to make a case for adaptation beyond the 

experiential processes already in place. 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Little external pressure on leaders 

“No CEO has ever been sacked for missing 

“sustainability” targets but they have for 

missing budgetary targets and occasionally 

for patient quality care”. 
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More widely, interviewees reported that leadership at this level is often not ready to go 
beyond compliance. Where an instruction or regulation is put in place that does not make 
sense to key players in the organisation there can be efforts to get around it to enable them 
to continue to do what does make sense to them. 

However, there is often also recognition that organisations face multiple high priorities and in 
some cases have fewer resources to address them.  With what interviewees typically 
interpret as downscaling of adaptation as a national priority, leading to (in their view) an 
increasingly less regulated requirement for adaptation, some sympathy was extended by 
interviewees to leaders for doing the same in their own organisations. 

Within the rest of the organisation it is often experienced as hard to generate support and 
action even once the leadership have made an investment decision.   

Decision makers are also members of the public.  The wish to be like peers in similar 
organisations, and not to stand out from the crowd, was several times described as a feature 
of medium capacity organisations.  Interviewees observed that where there are not external 
forces requiring medium capacity organisations to adopt adaptive behaviour, their leadership 
are likely to reflect uncertainty and resistance in society (this relationship was made by 
interviewees by observing the change in decisions made with changing regulation).  The 
capacity that exists in these organisations is developed by individual change makers who are 
often untypical in their commitment to adaptation.  The comments of interviewees suggest 
that the ad hoc nature of adaptive behaviour in medium capacity organisations mentioned 
appears to be at least in part due to the low capacity in wider society to engage with 
adaptation issues. This is reflected in the attitude of organisational leaders to the issue and 
how they balance climate change pressures with competing priorities. 

Interviewees’ inability to imagine what a changed future might look like is also reported as a 
barrier: the complexity of the challenge means that they experience some confusion in 
envisioning it and understanding its implications.  A desire for clearer expectations and 
deliverable objectives from national Government as it acts and communicates on climate 
change was accordingly a common reference point in medium level organisations.   

Contextual barriers  

Inevitably, shortage of financial resources is identified as a constraint, with increased 
competition from other spending priorities making it harder to succeed.  

Having insufficient time and resource to make good decisions can also be a constraint: often 
adaptation is only part of a role and is bundled with other agendas e.g. environment, risk, 
estates management.  

Public opinion is seen as a key issue, both as an external pressure and as a guide to 
individual behaviour.  The low prioritisation of adaptation by the general public as electorate, 
shareholders, customers or investors were all cited by medium capacity organisations 
interviewees as barriers to adaptive behaviour.   

Currently there is a rise in support from people who 
have experienced recent weather extremes although 
this is thought to be short term and will fade between 
experiences of extremes.  Beyond this current 
emergency, general apathy is reported.  

A number of observations about barriers to building the 
public’s understanding of the importance of resilience to 
the point that they pressurise organisations to be 
resilient were mentioned.  Commonly raised was the need for more accessible, clear and 
authoritative information that enables them to make decisions especially in relation to 
localised outcomes.  The language that is used is also a barrier with “climate change” seen 
as having little traction.   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Short term public engagement with 
recent extreme weather 

“More benign weather will lead to less 

concern about extremes.” 
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Several interviewees perceived a general lack of 
external pressures to adapt. In reflecting on the 
external pressures that do exist, there is reference to 
misplaced regulations and incentives, e.g. planning 
restrictions and landlords preventing adaptation 
measures to buildings to manage increasing water 
run-off.  Others felt that there are more incentives for 
individuals than businesses to adapt. 

Where medium level organisations were making headway on their own it is common to find 
that collaboration with others is important, especially for framework organisations.  Getting 
that buy-in from other organisations often at low capacity, could be difficult. 

It is noticeable that several public sector interviewees felt that these barriers are growing with 
the removal of regulations or their replacement by (in their view) less effective regulations. 

3.4 Barriers at high capacity – interview data  

In general, interviewees from high capacity organisations recognised the same barriers as 
those from ‘medium’ organisations, plus additional barriers, which often relate to their 
engagement with the wider system. They are less troubled by barriers within their own 
organisation (but of course remain conscious of them and of the danger of backsliding) but 
are increasingly aware of the issues that need to shift in the wider context if their work on 
adaptation is to progress.  

As a consequence, perhaps, their appreciation of wider contextual factors that block their 
own organisations’ effectiveness is particularly well-developed. 

Their attitude towards barriers becomes increasingly proactive, with a continual search for 
ways of overcoming them. 

Mindset, values & related personal barriers  

These organisations are likely to have a longer history of successful adaptation, which 
means that there is more to lose.  This brings its own pressure: a growing concern among 
interviewees (most of whom were highly committed to the adaptation process) is that a 
mistake may send backwards, or write off the slate altogether, all that they and colleagues 
have worked long and hard for.   

Where operating in a highly regulated environment they are often concerned that important 
adaptive measures are being prevented by regulatory requirements that are largely beyond 
their direct influence. While these organisations are much more likely than others to 
participate in consultation exercises, etc., such barriers also can develop tension that affects 
performance. 

Skills and related personal barriers  

For some of the most advanced organisations there appears to be a need to move from a 
phase of having specialist adaptation teams to mainstreaming high capacity adaptation 
throughout the organisation. This requires a 
significant organisational restructuring and skills 
transfer, which is seen as a challenging task at the 
best of times.  

A lack of sufficient good quality data is mentioned 
here. For instance, evidence of how to manage 
extreme events remains inadequate and in the past, 
record keeping about the practices and costs has 
been poor.  This means that it is difficult to cost 
missed opportunities, and this blocks poor skills and techniques from being challenged.  

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Embedding adaptation more widely 

“The next step for the adaptation team is to 

embed adaptation in business as usual 

processes.  We need to revisit organisational 

change issues to achieve that”   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Loss of external validation 

 
“Ministers are questioning the urgency of 
climate change adaptation or existence of 
climate change.  As a result we have lost 
emotional footholds for action” 
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Even high capacity organisations continued to name low levels of understanding and 
ineffective learning by leadership and others they depend upon to be able to act.  Linked to 
this is the challenge of finding leaders, regulators and others that make investment decisions 
but do not yet have the skills, knowledge and other capacity to understand the value of 
effective adaptation proposals.   

Advanced organisations also see the transaction cost of winning an investment case with an 
under-skilled leadership team being a drain on resources that could be used elsewhere.   

Cultural barriers  

Contributing to the difficulty in making a business case interviewees cite the absence of a 
clearly articulate destination which would help them to assess progress (i.e. lack of clarity as 
to the ultimate purpose or objective of their work blocks the development of a culture that 
supports organisational learning).   

Their own organisational capacity will typically be beyond that of most other organisations, 
but that may bring problems. For instance, some organisations in the water industry believe 
that they have higher capacity than their regulators and may observe the latter “not 
demanding resilience”, but rather adopting a compliance framing of adaptation issues, even 
where opportunities for breakthrough exist.  This makes it difficult to overcome the remaining 
culture of compliance that often persists even in high capacity organisations. 

They may also experience partners that they depend upon for success having lower capacity 
then they do, which makes it difficult to generate the culture to identify and address 
adaptation issues at policy, regulator and / or implementer level.   

A number of high capacity organisations notice the risks of a change of leadership 
undermining cultural support for adaptation. New leaders (whether that be owners, investors 
new appointments) may not have the capacity of their predecessors and so may lower the 
capacity of the organisation through different investment decisions.  

However, the interviews also gave examples of a change of leadership having created 
opportunities to bring adaptation closer to the centre of a culture. 

Contextual barriers  

High capacity organisations are more likely than medium capacity organisations to see 
themselves as part of a wider system that needs to collaborate so as collectively to enhance 
their own capacity to act.  They find that declining 
interest within other organisations, notably in Local 
Authorities, is reducing their capacity to influence them, 
which is limiting their own capacity to address their 
challenges. A reduction in external pressures on lower-
capacity organisations to adapt is widely seen as 
responsible for this. 

Interviewees in high capacity organisations are often more detailed in their analysis of why 
the changing regulatory framework may lower adaptive capacity, since some have 
participated in recent changes.  The complex interconnectedness of the adaptation challenge 
is felt by a number of respondents from high capacity organisations not to be suited to a 
locally-led solution, as (for instance) the Localism agenda promotes.  With many individual 
organisations seeing part of the picture, their analysis goes, there is a need for a guiding 
authority with an overview and which can develop an understanding of the interdependencies 
and define the boundary of responsibility to smaller players to ensure that the interconnected 
approach emerges.  Many look to National Government to do that. a role which high capacity 
framework organisation interviewees who are close to the policy development process see it 
to be, in their view, retreating from and which, they believe, the new National Adaptation Plan 
will not be sufficient to provide.   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Declining capacity to collaborate 

“Our capacity to implement adaptive action 

has declined as fewer Borough Councils have 

climate change officers.” 
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The planning system was identified by one 
interviewee as a “continual challenge and 
won’t deliver on its own”. In some cases 
conflict within the sector creates barriers with 
groups inclined to advocate adaptation at odds 
with those on whom adaptation can have the 
biggest impact e.g. developers objecting to 
carrying the cost of adaptive design required 
by sewerage companies.  Interviewees with 
planning responsibility observe that such 
resistance means that there is a risk of 
developers finessing such adaptive design out 
of their operations as planning changes are 
made.  They see adaptive design as a cost 
rather than an opportunity to gain advantage 
through better user experience, lower cost, 
greater value retention compared to unadapted 
designs, etc.   

At higher levels of capacity interviewees more 
widely recognised that missed opportunities 
can make it harder to adapt e.g. a long life 
investment like a building, machine, tree or 
piece of infrastructure once in place is 

expensive to replace before its expected investment period.  A decision that locks in 
maladaptation throughout its life time can also be a costly one.   

Industry complexity can be a barrier. High capacity organisations, especially large ones, 
understand that building resilience requires 
engagement with significant numbers of players, 
all seeing a bit of the picture.  Indeed they 
themselves may not have the full picture.  
Managing that process is a challenge.  Without 
an enabling co-ordinator who sees the bigger 
picture it can be harder. 

This correlates with the concern of high capacity 
framework organisations that current localisation 
policy and Local Enterprise Plans makes it more likely that adaptation will be downgraded or 
removed in public sector procurement. 

Equally, high capacity interviewees perceived little sense of political direction or of clear 
objectives.  They contrasted this with mitigation, 
where there is a widely shared ambition to keep 
global warming to 2 degrees or below.   

Neither do interviewees see credible champions 
(e.g. environmental NGOs) effectively challenging 
poor adaptive behaviour of organisations.  They 
feel this reduces the pressure for adaptive action. 

There are also economic barriers. For instance, in 
mitigation cost benefits are often quickly seen, e.g. 
from reducing energy costs.  The benefit of 

adaptive measures may not be felt for decades, long after the decision makers have retired.  
Without the perception of short term benefits, adaptive measures can simply be seen as an 
additional expense. 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

No common goal for adaptation 

“Mitigation is successful because the world has 

decided what the goal is.  Adaptation has 

nothing like that. So we don’t know what the 

direction is, e.g. ‘we don’t want things to be 

worse in future than they are today’.” 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Learning difficulties from complexity 

“The dispersed nature of the industry combined 
with a reluctance to use remote learning 
(previous efforts have been ineffective) and a 
preference for hands on learning makes 
capacity building a challenge” 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Perceived failures of national leadership 

“There have been lots of changes at National level 
leading to loss of effective response and leadership by 
stepping away from the agenda.  This was more than 
simply the removal of the NI 188” 

“We could be having a more sophisticated 

conversation collectively about climate change, its 
implications and how we want to respond” 

“The new National Adaptation Strategy will not be as 
resilient as the previous one.” 

“The localisation agenda is a cop out.  There isn’t the 

capacity to do enough everywhere.  A lead from 

National Government .e.g. requiring climate change 

adaptation to be factored into the Local Enterprise 

Programmes rather than the battle having to be 

repeated with varying levels of competence and 

effectiveness in every Local Authority would enable 

more efficient use of local resources.” 
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Framework organisations recognise that it can be relatively easy for them to develop 
guidelines but it can remain challenging for decision making organisations to follow them. For 
instance, one interviewee identified that production lead times require companies to start 
producing products that are not yet in demand because production would need to begin two 
years before it can be ready for sale.  This would normally be prior to guidelines taking effect. 
However, without that availability of the products, adaptation cannot take place.   
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4 What helps organisational capacity to 
improve? 

4.1 Introduction 

While barriers such as those identified in the preceding section certainly do need to be 
addressed, interventions to do so do not necessarily need to fall neatly into a single one of 
the categories discussed above. Interventions can often address several barriers in parallel, 
or alternatively an intervention that addresses one barrier may lead to others becoming less 
intractable.  

In general, removing any barrier is clearly a potential enabler. Identifying barriers is most 
easy when action is taken and learning about them (so that they can be addressed) is 
potentially one of the most important fruits of action. Accordingly, action itself is one of the 
most important enablers of change, particularly if an organisation’s culture is such that a 
‘succeed or learn’ framing to experimentation can be adopted. This is important at all levels 
of adaptation, but would arguably be most important when moving towards the higher levels 
of capacity, where the need for actions divergent from the norm in an industry become 
increasingly important. Barriers to divergent change may be particularly hard to identify, 
since organisations have typically internalised them long ago, when industry norms were set. 

It follows, therefore, that enablers will often be processes, particularly action and reflective 
learning processes at times of change, that provide a supportive environment in which action 
for adaptation is normalised, where (for example) peer pressures to follow the industry’s or 
organisation’s status quo are downplayed and where learning is encouraged and made 
available to others.  

4.2 Findings from the literature review 

The literature review (summarised in Appendix 3) includes many factors that can be barriers 
or enablers depending on their presence or absence. This means that in general, the 
opposite of a barrier can generally be assumed to be an enabler. However, it also identifies a 
number of enabling processes and other actions that, while not specific to any particular 
barrier, can support effective adaptation actions and the development of adaptive capacity in 
organisations. For instance: 

 Westerhoff et al (2011) identified that adaptation is enabled when a set of interacting 
factors come together, including political will, public support, supportive media 
coverage, adequate financial resources, access to relevant information, etc. 

 Sometimes a window of opportunity opens up that allows a skilled champion to move 
the whole adaptation agenda forwards, as found by Wilber & Vaughan (2011). 

 Berkhout et al (2006) stress the importance of an ‘adaptation space’. While this might 
initially constrict any action at all, the process of acting itself opens up an opportunity 
for new experiences and then, if well designed, to reflect upon those experiences, in 
ways that allow fixed organisational or personal beliefs to change. This would then 
imply the need for an enabling process both to stimulate some form of action and to 
provide learning and reflection opportunities which are considerate to the 
vulnerabilities of people as they begin to question and change what they might 
previously have taken for granted. 

 A stimulus to action is therefore important, both to provide an opportunity for the 
skilled internal change agent to act and also as a basis for the organisation that is 
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sitting on the fence to take the first step to act, and so open up the learning process 
described by Berkhout and his colleagues. The fact that adaptation was included in 
the set of national indicators was quoted as a key enabler of action by Westerhoff et 
al (2011). 

 Boyd and Osbahr (2010) argue that adopting a ‘resilience thinking’ approach could 
support: (1) dealing with complexity, feedbacks and non-linear development; (2) 
developing decision-making tools for uncertain risk; and (3) improving mechanisms to 
navigate social–ecological systems using multi-scale adaptive governance. It would 
encourage organisations to be ‘adaptive’ and ‘dynamic’ and prepared to deal with 
surprises in the context of limited or no information such as climate change. Finally, 
resilience thinking calls for organisations to engage in capacity-building processes 
that address information sharing, assess the changing needs of multiple users of 
information and consider the multi-scale dimensions of adaptive governance.  

 The same authors identify ‘shadow networks’ as important enabling structures. These 
are described as ‘simultaneous and spontaneous networks among organisations, 
which are formed through self-organisation and aid the evolution of organisations’. 
They support the often messy interactions between the necessary formal 
organisational structures and procedures that can often stifle innovation and the less 
structured, often cross-organisational spaces from which new practices and ways of 
thinking often emerge. Examples of the above included the Regional Climate Change 
Partnerships. These were found to be key actors by Westerhoff et al (2011). 

 Wilby and Vaughan (2011) emphasise that cooperation with other organisations and 
multi partner working are critical aspects of adapting to climate change. 

 UKCIP has provided a set of tools (e.g. the scenarios) that are not merely devices to 
fill awareness gaps but that engage organisations in the adaptation process and 
support them as they begin to act (Hedger et al, 2006). They argue that development 
of the scenarios provided cross-organisational learning flows between (for example) 
contractors, developers of methodologies, researchers, decision makers, etc. 

 The role of the national framework in promoting the development of adaptive capacity 
was described by Westerhoff et al (2011). They saw three initiatives as crucial: (a) a 
favourable political climate for adaptation that is supported by several ministries (the 
national indicator framework would be an example of that, although other approaches 
would also presumably be conceivable), (b) the existence of strong national science 
and research initiatives (such as UKCIP) and (c) the existence of horizontal networks 
that link actors across different institutions and different types of institution.  

 On the basis of the wider evidence above, we would add to these three the necessity 
(d) of action and reflection processes within these networks and the need for (e) 
strong feedback processes to allow national programmes and programmes at other 
levels to evolve in the light of learning. 

4.3 Insights from the quantitative survey 

The quantitative survey provided some data on particular events or circumstances that 
appear to be correlated with a higher level of capacity. While this is self-reported, it appears 
to be reliable in differentiating between those organisations with no plans to act, those in the 
very early stages of action and those at a medium level of capacity. 

These are as follows: 

 Higher capacity is correlated with longer decision lifetimes. 

 Direct experience of weather or climate events is correlated with higher capacity 
o However, organisations self-assessing at the highest level of capacity buck 

this trend: they are no more likely than ‘medium’ organisations to have 
experienced such events.  

o This suggests that direct experience is an enabler of early steps to build 
capacity but that it may become less relevant as capacity increases. 
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 There is a clear correlation between a perception of sufficient information being 
available and self-assessed capacity. That is, the higher the capacity, the more likely 
the organisation is to consider that it has access to relevant information. 

o Of course, the same information is potentially available to every organisation. 
In other words, increased capacity appears to lead to better awareness of the 
information available, perhaps because an internal champion or external 
organisation sees the opportunity to make others aware of its existence or 
because a search for such information begins. 

 Framing as ‘extreme weather’ is correlated with lower capacity organisations and as 
‘climate’ with medium or higher capacity organisations. 

 The ability to see climate impacts as providing business opportunities is relatively 
lower in organisations whose self-assessments suggest low capacity compared to 
organisations whose self-assessments indicate medium capacity or higher. 

These results provide some insights into potential enablers of capacity in the very early 
stages. These are as follows: 

i. The best time to intervene appears to be at the point when long-term (at least five 
years, more likely ten or more) decisions are being taken and in locations or for 
organisations where there is a realistic threat of climate or extreme weather impacts. 
The language should be in terms of extreme weather rather than climate. 

ii. The discussion should be about risks and not too much effort should be taken to 
discuss potential benefits (that can come later). 

iii. Every effort should be made to make decision makers aware of the information 
available on climate impacts and of the tools that can help in decision taking. 

iv. It would make sense also to introduce such organisations to ‘horizontal’ networks that 
can assist action and that can support learning.  

a. However, this final conclusion comes from the literature review above and not 
from the quantitative data. 

4.4 How low capacity organisations can develop capacity 

 A striking finding was that only 12 of the 21 (all but one of which did plan to act) could 
actually name an adaptation action that they might take even at the most generic 
level (e.g. develop an adaptation programme). The remainder either did not name 
any actions or were only able to name generic environmental or energy-saving 
actions. 

 The most common action that  they planned to take (i.e. that they would regard as an 
enabling action) would be a review of risks, perhaps to ‘frame’ a discussion in the 
senior management team, where a subtext appeared to be that some considerable 
persuasion would be needed to get the issue onto the agenda). 

 15 organisations of the 21 could name a potential enabler of adaptation (the other six 
either could not or were clearly thinking mainly of mitigation etc.). However, the 
enabling action was most often the removal of one of the barriers identified above.  

 Only five of the 21 organisations identified actions that could be considered enabling 
in a broader sense, the following being identified: 

a. “Being a physical land owner, the planning regime. A planning regime that 
recognises the need to act on adaptation.” 

b. “Some sort of insurance protection in the face of natural occurring events in 
other countries which might affect us” (however, this organisation did not 
believe that they were subject to any risks in the UK and this response could 
be seen as a wish to avoid taking adaptation action) 

c. “Direction from central government. It's a national rather than local issue.” 
d. “There needs to be an emphasis on long term strategy and what the impact 

may be, not in 1 or 2 years, but in 7 or 8.” 
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e. “It will be based on trial and error of what other companies are doing.” 

It will be noted that the first three all refer to some form of external ‘framework’ intervention. 
In contrast, d. could potentially be seen as an enabling change within the organisation (but 
could also be interpreted as applying to the framework around the organisation – e.g. 
shareholders or central Government. The final enabler, e., points to the strong external focus 
of many organisations at the earliest stages: they want to follow, to let others experiment and 
take the risks. 

While conclusions about HiLo organisations’ great difficulty in talking about enablers appear 
to be reasonably clear, it is possible that alternative ways of ‘framing’ the issue in future 
analysis might have more success. For instance, if the issue had been framed in terms of 
protecting buildings or making the supply chain secure, this might have gathered more 
responses. But when this was tried in interviews, there was no obvious increase in the 
response rate. 

The most obvious conclusion from the above analysis is that low capacity organisations have 
little or no insight into what can be done to help them improve. This should not be a surprise: 
their programme of activity is at a very early stage, at best, and they have not yet had the 
opportunity to learn enough about acting in the field to be able clearly to identify and express 
their needs. This may seem to be a hard conclusion, but it is explicitly supported by one of 
our ‘low’ interviewees in response to a question about whether s/he had identified any 
barriers: 

“No but it's a false no. We haven't considered what actions 
need to be taken. I wouldn't know what barriers there might be” 

4.5 How medium capacity organisations can develop 
capacity 

A key enabler for medium capacity organisations is a high level of coherence within the 
organisation on the adaptation agenda.  Interviewees that perceived their organisations to be 
more innovative described supportive leadership and a wider team with the capacity to 
identify likely climate impacts in the future, to recognise the implications for the organisation 
and to respond to the findings with effectively resourced action.  For this to be effective, a 
long term (at least 10 years) planning horizon is important.  Ideally this will extend at least to 
the length of the longest investment cycle, which could be decades for a building or centuries 
for some infrastructure or other sectors.  It also requires the capacity to build a sufficiently 
robust scenario of climate change and where it will impact on the organisation, against which 
the value of investment proposals can be assessed.   

An organisation that did these things would of course be ‘high capacity’ in the classification 
used in this research. Enabling this transition may sometimes be autonomous. In a small 
number of cases an internal champion stimulated the organisation’s response.  This was not 
reported as common though.  More frequently, a change of ownership or leadership was 
cited as enabling the development of capacity to this level.   

However, the journey to that point much more commonly was reported as beginning with 
external pressure.  This may be from a regulator, from government targets, from being part of 
an investor’s due diligence criteria, or from the need to remain competitive. All of these 
factors were cited by interviewees. Other factors can easily be envisaged, e.g. from a 
customer’s supply chain or from insurers.  

Within the medium capacity organisations these external drivers remain the primary drivers 
of adaptive behaviour and define the criteria for building a successful business case.  
External pressure was also reported as helping to validate and so to enable cross-
organisational collaborations to assist responses. To sustain their capacity to address 
adaptation, specific responsibility will be allocated to one or more people and sometimes a 
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specialist unit developed.  In other cases it may be part of a person’s portfolio.  There was a 
particular premium on skills for aligning adaptive action opportunities with already embedded 
agendas.  The scale of time committed ranged from 2 dedicated people to 10% of one 
person’s time.  The level of resource allocated related to level of priority given rather than the 
scale of the organisation 

Once the start has been made, champions are important to the development of capacity.  
They are of value within the organisation by putting pressure on leaders or on colleagues, 
outside the organisation also applying pressure on partners in a formal or informal role.  As 
champions stimulate action, for it to be sustained capacity needs to be built around it, ideally 
through the development of formal roles, although it is the nature of champions that they may 
not operate from a formal position.  Champions in a range of positions are reported to have 
value in building capacity. In medium organisations, however, they tend to report needing 
often to work in less structured ways. 

Once the journey has been started, the quality of response is greatly helped if there is the 
opportunity to reflect and develop co-ordinated programmes of action.  The capacity of 
organisations to understand the wider organisational context (e.g. the regulatory regime) that 
impacts on an adaptation solution and effectively engage with it to achieve an effective 
outcome is also an important enabler that more sophisticated medium capacity organisations 
can be seen to achieve.  This may be between its own departments and / or other 
organisations.  Peer networking can also be a way of making these connections and building 
complementary capacity.  Local authorities and similar organisations may already have 
networks of this sort for emergency response which can help. 

A regularly referred to element of this is networks of peers and others addressing similar 
issues.  This can also be a route for sharing and understanding effective adaptation 
responses and accessing expertise.  Champions report that where it is possible to provide 
leaders and decision makers with this experience, their decisions making can be improved.  
These experiences do not simply provide information.  Since medium capacity leaders tend 
to wish to be aligned with their peers, which is a medium capacity response, champions 
within organisations report that helping them to recognise what others are doing is helpful. 

Public opinion and media exposure of issues is widely considered an enabler.  Particularly 
helpful has been the recent extreme weather events and an apparent public acceptance that 
these will happen more often.  Some organisations report that this experience has started 
staff to think about actions beyond compliance and putting plans in place to be better 
prepared in future, expecting repeat episodes.  Some organisations have felt their viability 
threatened during earlier flooding events and built complex resilience systems for their 
organisation and supply chain the success of which boosted morale during recent floods.  
Experience such as this is cited as a further enabler to building adaptive capacity.  Reactive 
capacity development can be sufficient where decisions can be changed over a short enough 
period to be ready for the next event. 

An important enabler for those in the organisation developing business proposals is the skill 
of aligning language and objectives with the agendas of the investment decision makers.  In 
the public sector there are often multiple objectives which can be used to build an argument.  
In the private sector the objectives are often simpler but effective proponents are often skilful 
at aligning agendas in this way. 

Alignment of agendas within the wider organisation is also an effective enabler: i.e. 
“professionals that can link climate change to their own responsibilities”.  Conventional 
management processes to ensure alignment of processes is therefore important.  Where 
there is an effective command and control system in place, those responsible for adaptation 
report it being useful. 
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4.6 How high capacity organisations can develop capacity 

Leaders of adaptation initiatives in high capacity organisations tend to refer more to their 
personal resilience in performing their role. It is likely that the effectiveness of these people 
may have been crucial in reaching this level of capacity.  Others are fortunate enough to 
work where others have championed the change and are operating in the high capacity 
space created.  These people often report that they have significant freedom to operate in 
their role, and be able to “police the plan” as a result 
of strong support from their leadership.  In a number 
of cases it is reported that the leadership have 
decided that they should become exemplars for 
adaptive practice.  Adaptive capacity is sufficiently 
well resourced and they have the capacity to deliver 
effective actions. 

High capacity organisations often report that they 
are more connected than medium capacity 
organisations.  They may be more deeply connected 
through professional networks or seen as leaders 
within them.  They report more extensive 
engagement to influence and enable those that their 
resilience depends upon and often building collaborations that are complementary and 
change what is possible for all partners e.g. water companies collaborating with a range of 
partners in whole water catchments to achieve multiple outcomes including management of 
water flow during heavy rain events.  They are likely to be keen to share their experience 
with others.  Many, especially framework organisations, are good at building multi-
stakeholder arguments for effective action. 

High capacity organisations are likely to have invested in understanding climate change and 
what it means for them and to have responded by working in a noticeable different way and 
with a different logic that puts adaptation at the heart of what they do as well while also 
strengthening their core business.  One result is that they are likely to have greater mastery 
of the information available.  It is likely that there will still be a frustratingly large amount of 
relevant information that does not give clear direction for action.  They are likely to be 
engaged in adding clarity.  A common part of their operation is to “demystify” adaptation and 
show that it doesn’t always have to be complicated or costly. 

Where they continue to experience constraints on resources they report working out how to 
work smarter or find other ways to generate resource that will enable the best outcome. For 
example,  where it remains a challenge to get the most effective adaptation accepted in the 
investment planning process, they are likely to have or be investing in building capacity to be 
more effective e.g. where very long term investments are involved.   

It appears likely that their starting point on adaptation was similar to medium level 
organisations. 

Planning is likely to be long term and high quality.  The scenario that they have developed of 
a changing future is likely to be more complex than for medium level organisations.  There is 
reference to the ability to “imagine” a different future being useful as it is one that has not yet 
been experienced. 

People within the organisation are likely to be clear about their role and what is expected of 
them in terms of adaptive capacity, with systems in place to ensure it happens.  Often it is 
reported that staff like being part of innovative adaptive organisations. 

High capacity framework organisations are also likely to be involved in developing 
government strategy. 

Those in a competitive environment use the adaptive effectiveness of their goods or services 
to significant competitive advantage.  If they are large enough they may support the forefront 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Exploring future climate scenarios 

The event that enabled the business to 
understand where and how it was 
vulnerable to climate change was a study 
that they undertook into the potential 
impact of climate change on in their sector 
over the next 10-15 years.  This changed the 
ways that they looked at product 
development, supply chain development and 
buildings management. 
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for development and research to continuously improve internal capacity and retain their 
competitive advantage. 

4.7 Enablers of the capacity to develop a well-adapting UK: 
Indicative findings 

Relatively few interviewees in organisations below high capacity were able to envisage a 
well-adapting UK. Those that could envisage it tended to articulate something like: “A society 
that makes timely and far sighted decisions, acts on them and sees them through”.  For 
those that hold that vision, there was also typically a sense of urgency in the pace at which 
change was needed.8 So what did these interviewees identify as helping that transition? 

a) Leading by example 

Their responses largely indicated that they didn’t trust the normal processes of society, or 
indeed themselves, to do this without a very clear set of actions set by and overseen by 
National Government. Some called for the establishment of a powerful climate change 
committee and of the creation of exemplars; also national investments in infrastructure that 
illustrate at scale the Government’s lead and commitment to the topic. 

Note that these interviewees were not from the much lower level organisations where 
government is often seen as necessary to starting to act at all. They were from high capacity 
organisations where actions have typically become much more autonomous. It is interesting 
to note that even these organisations, with much greater experience in the field, and despite 
their often-revealed scepticism as to the effectiveness of regulators, etc., perceive a vital role 
for government in leading the transition process. 

Part of this seemed to reflect experience that we need to act with the long term objectives but 
won’t do it by ourselves.  Another element of this spirit seemed to be that the process is so 
complex that somebody has to orchestrate this that understands the big picture and needs to 
indicate what each needs to do in their part of it.   

A dissenting voice was one interviewee from a very high capacity organisation - though 
probably speaking for a more effective organisation rather than country – who wanted to be 
freed from the constrictions of obstructive regulation which in his view prevented effective 
and good value adaptation. 

b) Capacity building 

Some interviewees felt that making the shift towards a low carbon economy would itself also 
result in better adaptation preparedness and felt that the emergence of SMART technologies 
might have a role to play. 

In a well adapted scenario it was also felt that a greater number of professionals would be 
literate and confident in using climate data and in devising more creative solutions in order to 
both increase resilience and grasp the opportunities that would stem from that. 

From a data perspective this group foresaw better predictive modelling tools giving greater 
forecasting of extreme weather events and seasonal weather to help short term response.  

There was also a call for clear and stable climate change models combined with consistent 
messages from Government & regulators. 

c) Co-operation and interdependence 

A key aspect for many in this group was around recognising the need for interdependent 
working between agencies and organisations. They envisaged more co-operative, perhaps 
co-funded projects or initiatives led by a range of organisations with mutual interests e.g. 
surface water management and alongside this more sharing of knowledge and expertise. 
                                                
8
 This discussion was held very late in the interview, which almost certainly decreased the quality of the discussion since both interviewer and 

interviewee were tired by that stage. This may be a suitable question to research at a future opportunity in different circumstances. 
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In a world of connected agendas adaptation would be embedded in everything and the 
practicalities of this would require organisations and companies to work together much more 
than they do at the moment. 

d) Incentives, penalties & resources 

Some mentioned the use of carrots and sticks to influence change, for example tax breaks 
for those meeting adaptation obligations or the creation of a pot of funds from the 
penalisation of those that are not adapting which can be channelled to support those that 
are. 

e) Attitudinal shifts 

For many the importance of changing attitudes was heavily stressed. Some saw funded 
Continuous Professional Development programmes and behavioural change programmes for 
citizens and children as part of the story. 

The next best option amongst this group seemed to be a disaster which would force us to 
act.9 A number of interviewees spoke of the importance of peoples’ direct experiences of 
climate change events, whether here or abroad, in building collective knowledge and 
experience and commented how attitudes were already changing because of this. Another 
added how this commitment could only grow as climate change ‘will be so much more in our 
face in five years time.’ 

In a well adapting future it was suggested that people would accept different ways of working 
and would look for ways to achieve rather than not do something. One noted that society 
wouldn’t be adapted as much as resilient i.e. ‘we would be able to cope when things shifted 
out of ‘norm’ because we would have changed the ‘norm’ we can accommodate.’ 

  

                                                
9
 It should be noted, however, that the delays in the climate system and – for instance – in adapting infrastructure in response to climate change  

are so great that it cannot be assumed that adaptation will be a realistic option once major impacts begin to be experienced, in the event that little 
or no action has been taken prior to those impacts being experienced. In addition, there is ample research evidence that even significant climate 
events would probably be filtered through existing ‘positions’ on climate change and that many people would not be quick to change their position 
even as a consequence of climate disasters. 
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5 Discussion: themes in capacity 
development  

5.1 Introduction 

We grouped comments from different interviewees to identify certain themes that appeared 
to illuminate the process of change over time. This section reflects the views of interviewees 
in medium and high capacity organisations on these themes.10 

5.2 Leadership 

Much is often expected of leaders, and they are undoubtedly important in legitimising action 
on an issue such as adaptation and in providing resources to deal with it. However, they do 
not determine whether change is successful in isolation from other factors. For instance, 
there were multiple examples of supportive leadership in medium capacity organisations (for 
instance of leaders identifying that change is important and then showing consistent support 
to those to whom they have delegated responsibility). There were also concerns expressed 
about the continuing support of leaders in high capacity organisations (for instance, a 
concern that they might revert to compliance or that a new leader might undermine 
progress).  

However, in general, there are some important differences: 

 In medium level organisations, the leadership will usually have acknowledged the 
issue to the extent that they make adaptation a part of somebody’s formal role.  Very 
occasionally it is the whole role of one or even 2 people but this is rare – at this level 
the resources committed tend to be fairly limited. In high organisations, however, 
adaptation is more likely to be recognised as a core objective of the whole 
organisation and embedded across departments (with appropriate specialist support). 

 Leaders of medium capacity organisations 
are much more likely to be compliance-
oriented, and therefore likely to reduce 
focus if external pressures such as 
regulation reduce, whereas leaders in high 
capacity organisations are more likely to 
have established adaptation as an 
organisational priority irrespective of 
external pressures. Such leaders are more likely to see regulation as a factor that is a 
constraint on, rather than a driver of, their progress. 

 Leaders of medium capacity organisations were much less likely to consider longer 
term issues, being more short-term or reactive in approach, whereas leaders of high 
capacity organisations were more willing to support rigorous inquiry into what longer 
term climate change might mean for the organisation. This means that they have 
developed a sufficiently robust picture of a changing future and effective adaptive 
operation to enable them to be guided by their own analysis of the impact of climate 
change on them.   

                                                
10

 Low capacity organisations, by definition, have not as yet developed capacity and so did not have stories to share. 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Short time horizons of medium leaders 

“Adaptation doesn’t deliver savings now. If I focus 
on energy efficiency and renewable energy for 
mitigation I might still be here to develop other 
areas. You need to dodge the axe in front of you. ” 
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 Leaders of medium capacity 
organisations are more likely to delegate 
the issue and then not to consider it as a 
priority, whereas leaders of high capacity 
organisations are more likely to have 
identified its importance to the core 
purpose of the organisation and therefore 
to assert its relevance. 

 Leaders of medium capacity 
organisations are more likely than those 
of high capacity organisations to fail to 
understand the agenda and therefore to 
be fearful of making embarrassing errors, 
thereby fostering a culture of conservatism. Often (though not always) their leaders 
have made a conscious decision to become exemplars.  In other cases the leadership 
simply sees the adaptation agenda making sense for their organisation and factors it 
into their decision making. 

5.3 Change agents and champions 

By definition, introducing a successful climate adaptation programme involves making 
changes to what happens inside an organisation. The brief discussion above shows that, 
while this change needs to be legitimised by top managers, who certainly play a significant 
role in the success or failure of a programme, they rarely actually drive change within an 
organisation. That task is typically delegated further down the organisation. The extent to 
which the people who pick up this responsibility are successful at the change aspects of their 
role is among the most important factors in raising adaptive capacity. 

Case example: a change agent aligns agendas in a medium capacity organisation 

This shows how a local authority officer skilfully created and executed a strategy to build capacity for 
climate adaptation against a backdrop of dwindling internal resources. As the only person in the 
authority with climate change in her (part-time) job description she set about establishing a strategic 
adaptation plan.  

The climate change strategy was very ambitious and she came to the view that it was unachievable.  

“Although ultimately it is what you want to do, the processes, backing and resources aren’t 
there to do it. Parts of it are getting done but it is more ambitious…..it’s very investment 
focused.”  

NI188 policy had changed, and although the Council Members and the Strategic team remained 
committed to their County-wide declaration, the question remained about how to move the agenda on. 

Her new approach has been to integrate adaptation with fuel poverty & other mitigation issues and 
take all three strategies forward together. While adaptation in the abstract is not a priority (it’s not seen 
as about vulnerable people or saving money), when it is focused on the effects of extreme weather on 
residents, it aligns more closely with what people care about. 

Language is a crucial part of this framing; and so climate change is not used at all in the strategy 
wording, rather ‘local changing weather patterns’ or ‘our environment is changing.’  

“I know it’s different but climate change is something that members haven’t keyed into in the 
past because residents can’t see it. This approach has made a big difference.” 

In terms of finding resources to get the strategy off the ground, the officer set out to make the most 
efficient use of her time. She referred back to previous work she had undertaken on waste issues and 
how the agenda had been moved forward within the community by harnessing the support of 
community groups. Using the same contacts that had worked before on waste awareness she began 
to build networks and develop community champions for climate adaptation.  

The initial focus of working with the groups will be to gather more baseline data on changing weather 
patterns. The idea is to start recording data based on what’s happening in the district and how it is 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Working where leaders are 

“In this organisation there is a lack of climate 
change literacy amongst senior managers. Most 
don’t understand the wider/global significance. 
However, they are very tuned into providing 
practical solutions. Framing adaptation in terms of 
responding with practical solutions to local direct 
impacts of say flooding for example engages their 
enthusiasm and core principles.” 
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influencing the lives of local people either directly (e.g. flooding – who is affected and how? Is it fluvial 
or storm runoff?) or more indirectly, for example data will be collected on climate impacts on species 
and migrations, such as Canada Geese.  

All actions in the plan are around effects that can be monitored, although they do not necessarily have 
high cost implications. Once the baseline information is built it is intended to work in partnership with 
the Environment Agency and others to build resilience. 

 

Particularly noticeable from the above example are: 

 The change agent’s focus on what she could realistically achieve in the context in 
which she found herself 

 Her skilful use of networks, using and developing what is sometimes known as 
‘relational capital’  

 The way in which she naturally aligned agendas, finding ways to use people’s 
existing interests in service of her adaptation responsibilities 

 She also set out to build a wider network of champions. 

The above example shows what can be achieved by a skilled and committed change agent 
even in a medium capacity organisation. In such an organisation, the task is typically to get 
the agenda recognised as important, when it generally is not yet recognised as such, to build 
it into organisational processes, to win resources, to set realistic objectives and demonstrate 
that they can be met, to win ‘hearts and minds’, even to change cultures of scepticism and 
resistance. These are challenging objectives, arguably tougher than those faced in a further-

advanced organisation where organisational 
support has, to a much greater extent, 
already been secured. 

However, many people who found 
themselves in the role in medium capacity 
organisations reported significant difficulties: 

 They had been given little time or budget to devote to their new responsibilities  

 Often they had had little training and lacked the necessary understanding of the 
science 

 As their understanding of the need for adaptation grew, so did their recognition of its 
importance and the consequences of 
making mistakes became more apparent 

 They worked in a culture that was 
unresponsive and sometimes outright 
sceptical 

 They lacked support from top managers 

 Some reported being reluctant to buck 
organisational or industry cultures, to stick their heads above the parapet 

 When they came from a technical background, they may not have the set of 
influencing skills needed for success in the role 

 This was reported several times as leading to personal stresses. 

Higher capacity organisations have sometimes benefited from a champion who was able to 
engage the organisation out of a commitment to it being the right thing to do.  This could 
sometimes be a powerful force, depending on the skill and resilience of the champion and 
the response they are able to generate, in other words on their ability to navigate their way 
through the complex challenges above. This type of champion may benefit greatly from 
support from external learning networks to legitimise and inform their actions, since 
appropriate skilled internal support will rarely be available. 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Difficulties in unsupportive organisations 

“(The) continuing need to be determined and thick 
skinned affects my behaviour, I behave forcefully and 
this may reduce my impact” 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Time and resource 

“Adaptation is only part of my role, my main 
focus is mitigation.  This is what I have most 
time and resource for” 
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In all cases at medium level the conversation was about working within the system and if 
necessary getting around barriers.  It is at high capacity that change agents focus on 

initiatives that change the system, e.g. by removing 
barriers altogether. 

Champions leading the adaptation agenda in higher 
capacity organisations are often personally resilient, 
effective at aligning the adaptation agenda with that of 
others and technically very well informed.  They are 
also likely to be effective influencers and managers.  
They may also see their role being to provide value to 
the world beyond their organisation.  They will be 

skilful in ensuring that their work within the organisation is focused on its interests but see 
these including a complex set of internal and external relationships.  They are likely to be 
engaged in adaptation outside the organisation too.   

They report their organisation as having an enabling environment.  They are likely to see the 
barriers to progress in complex and multi-facetted ways (as shown by the contribution their 
interviews made to the understanding of medium level organisations).  They are likely to 
have invested building the capacity of the organisation to make good adaptive investment 
decisions.  The highest capacity champions are also likely to see this as work in progress 
since the barriers remain complex, understanding is continually growing of how to effectively 
respond to climate change and this affects the capacity needed to make good decisions. 

5.4 Making use of information about potential impacts 

Once a long term planning horizon is finally decided on, how does the picture of what might 
happen in that time emerge?  This raises the issue of evidence, which appears to be an 
absolutely crucial aspect of making the transition from medium to high capacity.   

Indeed, the difficulty of finding and interpreting evidence is constantly reported as a barrier to 
making good adaptive decisions both by medium and even by high capacity organisations.  
Available climate data and projections are reported to be complex, supporting a compelling 
case for macro level change but often unhelpful about what can be expected at a local level.   

Useful evidence can be seen as having at least four parts: 

i. The choice of the climate change scenario that would be most useful to use for 
decision making. This may be a complex question. For instance, the Forestry 
Commission England has identified CPO9’s 2050 High scenario as the most useful to 
use for forest management planning.  Their observations show that their evidence is 
tracking that scenario most closely. 

ii. The point at which any “business as usual” (i.e. typically unadapted) decision is likely 
to be disrupted by what are known as climate change “thresholds”, e.g. the 
temperature at which a plant becomes unproductive, a building becomes too hot to 
work in or something starts to melt.  

iii. The time that a decision is planned to last e.g. the time to harvesting, the life of the 
building, the timing of replacement cycles. 

iv. The cost effective options that have a higher probability of avoiding climate change 
disruption during the decision’s lifetime. 

Being able to do this type of analysis is absolutely necessary to be able to engage with 
adaptation to climate change (as opposed to adaptation to current extreme weather). It is a 
crucial aspect of capacity. But it takes considerable investment of time and expertise to 
develop this advanced understanding. The adaptation agenda is still dominated by the 
academic process and few organisations or members of the public have the capacity to 
convert that into management judgements unaided.   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Impact of a reluctant workforce 

“Having to be so determined leads to stress 
at home and work and affects the way I 
engage with some colleagues.  I would like 
to engage more constructively” 
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It is not surprising that most medium level 
organisations report that they are very far from being 
able to develop the sort of evidence described above.  
They find the cost of building an investment case is 
too high.  To do so, they would have to go back to the 
raw data to build a specific picture for each 
investment proposal.  Since this is typically seen as 
unaffordable, organisations in this transition phase 
may find themselves knowingly making maladapted 
decisions but not yet able to avoid it.  

They therefore look for the evidence developed and made available by other organisations 
with the capacity to do so.  They may access this information through formal or informal 
routes e.g. conversations within their networks.  The evidence they gain may also be patchy 
and so may underpin the ad hoc nature of their adaptation programme unless an external 
agency provides a more coherent framework for them to follow. 

Medium capacity organisations and individuals are then left feeling very uncertain and can all 
too easily revert to the point of “I don’t want to look foolish by backing the extreme step”.   

One of the reasons that interviewees in medium capacity organisations (but also in high 
capacity ones) keep referring back to Government regulations is that this is where the clear 
signals came from, and the guide for low and medium capacity organisations on how to 
interpret the evidence and invest time and possibly money in responding to it. 

With a clearer picture of a changing future, with appropriately long planning horizons and 
with internal ambition, high capacity organisations are taking a more robust management 
approach to the data, being prepared to make a judgement on a scenario that they see as 

reasonable to guide 
decisions and having the 
resolution to act on this 
basis.  They understand the 
life cycles of their vulnerable 
decisions and work to 
identify the thresholds at 
which they become 
vulnerable to climate 
change.  Some higher 
capacity organisations are 
holding back on investment 
decisions until the evidence 
about what to do becomes 
clearer. Where there are 
gaps in their information 
they are likely to work to fill 
them. In other words, they 
act in ways that would be 
seen as exemplary in 
economic management. 

Champions working in high capacity organisations see much of their work as being to 
‘translate’ information on climate impacts so that it can be understood and acted upon by 
others of lower capacity. 

Those in this space communicate clearly that they feel this approach is ensuring greater 
resilience even if the details of the future obviously remain unclear.  The capacity to do this 
still differs between organisations due to internal capacity and the complexity of the issues 
facing them.   

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATIONS 

Spotting and filling gaps in the data 

“The business has decided to take adaptation very seriously and is investing in 
research and capacity building e.g. contributing funding to research into arctic 

core analysis as well as research at its own facility in France.” 
 
“We are collaborating with other companies in the sector how to build 
investment cases for very long term investments.”  
 
“We tend to use CP09 and IPPC reports as our main sources and we also have a 
team of people who are good at analysing climate and weather data in more 
detail. But it is more time consuming and depends on the (client) budget 
available. We also have an internal investment fund for adaptation research 
projects that have practical relevance to our work, to further our knowledge 
and understanding.” 
 
“We increase our understanding by  collaborating with other companies in the 
sector to commission research projects which update us on climate change 
risks and help us with scenario planning.” 

     

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

Translating the data 

“My role is to co-ordinate the technical 
knowledge from specialists, drawing it 
together into a company-wide strategy that 
can be communicated to senior decision 
makers and external publics. I am the suit : 

anorak interface.” 
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5.5 External collaboration 

The example below is from a relatively high capacity organisation. It shows that even these 
organisations remain dependent on the external context for making their adaptation 
decisions. They remain very dependent on other organisations to become highly adapted.   

Case example: Limited scope for action in low capacity sector 

A portfolio manager for an international investment management company specialising in very long 
term investments reported being faced with the information that climate change was likely to make his 
company’s key investment product unviable by half way through its payback period.  The likelihood of 
this outcome was a finding of the specialist climate change advisory service of the key framework 
organisation for the sector.  The short term implications for the business, and possibly his sector, 
perhaps exacerbated by some personal doubt about whether climate change is happening and a 
desire not to stand out from the crowd, led him to choose not to inform his investors of this scenario.   

The likely outcome for their clients is significant loss of investment funds as a result of projects failing 
to generate investment returns.  A possible risk for the company is later legal claims since this 
information is in the public domain and available to the business.  Both would have implications for the 
economy.   

The silence of the competing investment management companies within this sector suggests that this 
is a market wide response.  Climate change has similar implications for the sector globally but is not 
mentioned as an issue and is not something that the investment community seems to be recognising 
as a risk although the evidence is available.   

The long term nature of the investments means that it is possible that this decision maker will be 
retired before the implications for the investor become apparent. 

 

Since adaptation is often a complex issue, requiring changes both inside an organisation and 
externally, the capacity to engage multiple departments inside an organisation and – as 
capacity grows – to collaborate with external partners has a significant impact upon capacity.  
This raises the issue of the capacity of external partners to collaborate effectively: 

 Depending on partners with lower capacity can reduce the quality of interventions; 

 Partnering with higher capacity organisations, following the leadership that they 
provide, appears to help medium capacity organisations to take the next step. 

Given the importance of doing so, how do organisations at different levels of capacity engage 
with external organisations? 

This research shows consistently that early increases in adaptive capacity are mostly the 
consequence of external pressure. As they enter medium capacity, organisations are 
therefore recipients or even targets of engagement efforts. Access to networks of people who 
are addressing similar challenges and who can help to develop the expertise and other skills 
that are required is a consistently named enabler.  There seem to be two important things 
that people take from these networks: a better understanding of the issues and a sense that 
they are not out on a limb; that they are normal within a peer group that they respect.  Some 
accounts suggest that they would rather be normal than best, or as one interviewee put it: “I 
don’t want to look foolish by backing the extreme step”.   

This implies that early ‘medium’ organisations are unlikely to be active partners, to drive 
forward an agenda for change. While that may come later, what they want from collaboration 
is to be supported practically, and to some extent emotionally, through the early steps. 

The research suggests that decision makers even in further advanced medium level 
organisations often feel exposed by climate adaptation proposals. This is natural, since they 
have less experience of climate change adaptation. Where they can be shown good practice 
and even be part of a community of good adaptive practice, it seems likely that they would be 
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more likely to back adaptation proposals and more likely to make sophisticated decisions in 
borderline cases.   

Consistent with this, there is increasing support for membership of professional communities 
of practice within more established ‘medium’ capacity organisations, particularly within the 
important local authority sector. These provide examples of good practice through 
collaboration with organisations that are advancing the adaptation agenda. This is the 
important role that has been played by the Regional Climate Change Partnerships. It tends to 
be adaptation officers who develop adaptation proposals who are part of these groups rather 
than the ultimate decision makers.   

Whilst in medium capacity organisations, increases in capacity typically depend on how well 
a few individuals could collaborate with others in the organisation, in high capacity 
organisations there is much stronger internal alignment. The question is no longer whether 
adaptation should be done, but how best to do it.  It is mainstreamed and can increasingly be 
managed through its normal business processes.  These processes are likely to be adapted 
compared to medium and low capacity organisations to enable effective adaptive decisions. 

High capacity organisations recognise that frequently it is necessary to change the game 
rather than simply to learn to play it. This absolutely requires working across organisational 
boundaries. They are therefore more likely to understand the vital importance of external 
relationships to their adaptation strategy.  They will embrace these relationships and aim to 
develop them.  They do not necessarily require these stakeholders to have the same high 
capacity as they do but their partners do need to have sufficient capacity to be effective 
collaborators. 

 If the partner organisations are not able to be effective partners, the adaptation 
capacity of high capacity organisations can be compromised: they often feel held 
back by ineffective adaptation at local and strategic level. 

 If partners are of medium capacity and able to collaborate effectively, high capacity 
organisations can provide vital guidance.  This can work particularly well where the 
medium level organisations see themselves as peers and provide each other with 
mutual assurance that this collaboration is the right thing.   

 While high capacity organisations 
do not always need to partner with 
other high capacity organisations, 
this may produce particularly 
strong outcomes.   

The risk of reduction in their own 
organisation’s capacity because of a 
wider loss of medium level capacity in 
partner organisations was a frequently 
voiced concern of high capacity 
framework organisations but also of high 
capacity decision making organisations. 

INTERVIEWEE OBSERVATION 

High capacity external collaboration 

“South West Climate Change Forum is an alliance with the 
Environment Agency, Wessex Water, South West Water the 
Forestry Commission, National Trust and NHS South West.  One 
particular focus here is researching management of peat land 
areas at the heads of rivers to reduce peaks and troughs of 
water flow in extreme rainfall events and so reduce flooding 
impact.  No one agency has the capacity to do this on their own 
but all participants benefit from it; which highlights the 
“commons” nature of these issues as many organisations 
describe.  Many organisations and their customers benefit from 
such collaboration. In this case they are working towards a 
“success of the commons” rather than a “tragedy” 
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6 Conclusions 

The text of this report contains a significant number of findings of potential relevance to 
Government in any consideration of how to improve organisational adaptive capacity. The 
following list summarises what the authors see as the most significant ones. Sources 
supporting the conclusions are cross-referenced to the relevant section or sections of this 
report. 

No. Conclusion Source(s) 

A. General conclusions about organisational adaptive capacity 
(OAC) in the UK 

1 OAC was scarce among the kinds of organisation we spoke to. 
The authors view is that adaptation is unlikely to take place 
appropriately rapidly, or at all, among the sorts or organisations we 
spoke to without some support.  

a. This is a current concern rather than a theoretical future 
concern since it implies that maladaptation that is at least 
partially avoidable is currently taking place. 

1.2 

2 

2 Organisational adaptive capacity is a potential interest for 
Government, since (for example) the effects of poor decision 
making are often not experienced by the decision taker and since 
some barriers to high capacity cannot be reliably addressed at the 
level of the individual organisation (or even local community).  

1.3 

B. General conclusions about how capacity progresses within 
organisations 

 

3 The research findings are consistent with the proposition that OAC 
progresses in predictable ways, from lower to higher capacity. We 
identified four levels: 

a. LoLo organisations (no action, no plans to act);  
b. HiLo organisations (little or no action, recognise need to 

act);  
c. Medium organisations (at least some organised response 

to current weather but little or no response to ‘climate 
change’ – i.e. to risks that may be expected ten or more 
years into the future); and  

d. High organisations (have gone beyond review of 10+ year 
risks to looking for active responses to them). 

2  

4 These categories clearly map onto the PACT ‘response levels’ of 
OAC used within the Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA).  

a. However, in the CCRA the ‘High’ category was further 
subdivided, but these subdivisions were not explored in 
detail in this research. 

Footnote 
10 

5 As a broad generalisation, higher levels of OAC are more likely to 
be found in larger organisations and in public bodies than in 
smaller organisations or in businesses. However, there are 
exceptions – many of the larger organisations we spoke to in both 
public and private sectors had levels of OAC that appeared to be 
low given the size of the risks that they face in their decision-
taking. 

2 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 

6 There is a general tendency for organisations that have begun to 
act in response to current weather risks to overestimate their 
capacity to respond to longer term climate risks, but this is less true 
for organisations with low capacity, which are more inclined to 
recognise that they are doing little or nothing. However, very few 
organisations indeed underestimate their capacity. 

2 

7 Organisations at higher levels of OAC systematically recognise 
more barriers and enablers of higher capacity than organisations at 
lower levels of OAC. 

2, 3 

8 Organisations at LoLo and HiLo levels of OAC consistently find it 
difficult to differentiate between mitigation and adaptation agendas. 
The ability consistently to distinguish these does not become solid 
until the High level of OAC is reached. 

2 

9 Economic or other opportunities from climate change adaptation 
are less recognised by organisations at LoLo or HiLo levels but are 
increasingly recognised at Medium levels of OAC: there is little 
evidence that opportunities motivate initial action. 

2 

10 Interviewees from organisations at LoLo, HiLo and Medium levels 
of OAC find it extremely difficult, indeed virtually impossible, to 
visualise the characteristics of a potentially ‘well adapting UK’, the 
barriers to creating it or what might enable its creation. They are 
therefore unlikely to be able to make meaningful suggestions for 
improvements in this regard. 

a. While we are confident in this conclusion, there is a 
possibility that research specifically focused on this 
particular issue might find ways of overcoming this 
constraint. 

2 

11 The conclusions above, plus findings from the literature review, 
lead us to conclude that barriers and enablers of the development 
of OAC come to be recognised through personal and / or 
organisational learning based upon the process of attempting to 
build capacity. 

2, 3 

App. 3 

12 It follows that the level of OAC of interviewees must be taken into 
account when designing and interpreting results from research and 
other stakeholder engagement processes. 

See above 

C. Generic blocks and enablers to the development of OAC  

13 The OAC of one organisation does not stand in isolation but needs 
to be seen as part of a wider system. 

a. Organisations at lower levels of OAC clearly require 
support from those at higher level – e.g. to interpret 
complex data, to exert external pressure to begin to act, to 
propose and support initial actions. 

b. Organisations at high levels of capacity equally recognise 
that sustaining their own capacity depends on the existence 
of a pool of organisations with lower OAC (particularly 
those at medium level). 

c. The implication, specifically named by several interviewees, 
is that a collapse of OAC at medium or high levels in any 
system will reduce capacity throughout the system. 

d. In addition, the costs of low OAC may be experienced by 

5.5 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 
other communities or organisations (typically by those 
temporally or geographically ‘downstream’ of the low 
capacity decision taker). 

14 This implies that the capacity of one organisation has a value that 
is not only organisational but that is also a wider good, either 
‘public’ or to the benefit of suppliers and customers etc. ‘Tragedy of 
the commons’11 economic scenarios may exist in this domain. This 
must therefore be seen as a generic barrier to the development of 
OAC within a single organisation. 

See above 

15 The ‘power of us’ – i.e. working with others to create shared 
understanding, undertake applied research, test planning 
scenarios, develop interdependent strategies around adaptation 
was mentioned by many interviewees. Sometimes this was sector 
based, sometimes cross sectoral and sometimes led by others. 
This can potentially provide a platform to develop better 
understanding and also to build consensus and capacity for getting 
more done. 

5.5 

D. Generic enablers  

16 The national adaptation framework is itself a widely-recognised 
enabler of capacity. While this does not necessarily have to be 
provided by national Government in every respect, and 
conceivably not in any respect, there was a consistent assumption 
among interviewees that this role would appropriately be taken by 
National Government.  

a. For instance, regulation is the most reliable reported 
external driver of change for low and medium capacity 
organisations: 

b. A strong framework catalyses the capacity development of 
low capacity organisations  

c. It also creates more opportunity for champions to drive 
change within medium capacity organisations  

d. High and medium capacity organisations see a risk of a 
general collapse of capacity if the existing framework 
collapses – e.g. as the perceived benefits from earlier (NI 
188, etc.) sets of regulations / indicators disappear.  

4.2 

17 Identifying and removing any barrier is itself an enabler. Since 
barriers are recognised through action, this implies that action itself 
is a major enabler of capacity.  

4.1, 4.2 

18 A process to feed learning about barriers and enablers back into 
policy making at the level of the organisation or at  industry or 
national levels (depending on the nature of the barrier or enabler) 
is therefore essential. 

4.2 

19 Strong scientific products (e.g. UKCP09 scenarios) are widely 
recognised as crucial enablers. 

4.2 

20 Cross-organisational ‘shadow networks’ linking actors in co-
operative action across organisations and sectors, e.g. as provided 
through Climate UK, are seen as extremely helpful in enabling 

4.2 

                                                
11

 These apply when the economic interests of each actor in a system (e.g. to maximise yields from common land used by many farmers) are at 
odds with the longer term health of the system on which all depend (e.g. to constrain yields from one year’s crop to allow the soil to regenerate). 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 
capacity development, e.g. by promoting learning flows. 

E. Barriers and enablers: moving through levels of OAC  

21 Appropriate levels of capacity for an individual organisation need to 
be determined relative to their specific circumstances. In general, 
higher OAC is both required and also appears to be more likely in 
the following circumstances: 

a. Decision timescales exceed 10 years and there are already 
climate risks relevant to those decisions, or risks may 
reasonably be expected in future.  

b. Alternatively, the organisation plays an important 
‘framework’ role relative to other organisations (examples: 
regulator, planning authority, Government department, co-
ordinator of action). 

1.1, 1.2 

3 

22 LoLo organisations report few if any significant barriers other than 
a perception of non-relevance of the agenda to their operations 
(which may or may not be well-founded). However, this cannot be 
relied upon, since HiLo organisations come to recognise many 
more barriers to action once they begin to engage. 

2 

3.2 

23 Efforts to enrol organisations in first steps of OAC development 
(transition from LoLo through HiLo to Medium) should therefore be 
focused onto situations where relevance is clear – e.g. when 
impacts have been experienced, or have occurred close at hand, 
and when long-lifetime decisions are being taken. 

a. It is true that action post-impact is often more costly than 
adaptation pre-impact, but also that change is much more 
likely to succeed after an impact.  

b. This implies that efforts to engage decision makers should 
be much wider than those directly affected by (e.g.) 
flooding. 

4.3 

24 Early stage action (LoLo through HiLo to Medium) is associated 
with: 

a. Framing action as ‘weather’ rather than ‘climate’ 
b. Addressing risks rather than responding to opportunities 
c. Responding to external pressure (e.g. from regulators or 

customers) rather than to internal initiatives. 
d. Pressure from the general public or from campaigning 

organisations is also seen as a potential enabler, but is 
reported as being lacking at present. 

2, 3.2, 3.3 

25 At the very beginning of the adaptation process, LoLo and HiLo 
organisations have little or no understanding, e.g. of the difference 
between mitigation and adaptation, of climate risks, of information 
and other resources available, of barriers and enablers of action, of 
the actions that they might include in a programme. They lack the 
skills to interpret complex scientific scenarios. This means that they 
need extremely simple and clear advice, guidance, reassurance 
from higher capacity organisations. 

2, 3.2, 4.4 

26 As the necessity to act becomes clearer, so personal psychological 
and organisational cultural barriers to action become more 
important in HiLo and Medium organisations. For instance: 

a. The burden of action is increasingly taken by middle-level 

3.2, 3.3 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 
‘champions’ (not necessarily voluntary or even willing), but 
is not yet supported by the wider organisation. Such people 
perceive the need for wider organisational change but can 
experience resistance to it. 

b. The consequences of unskilled action become more 
apparent, thereby increasing the fear of making expensive 
and damaging errors.  

c. Champions also begin to encounter resistance – e.g. from 
‘sceptics’ or simply as a normal reaction against change. 

d. To the extent that they begin to act against the 
organisational culture, or local ‘practice’, they can easily 
feel exposed and ‘out on a limb’. 

27 For these reasons, organisations taking early stage action (i.e. until 
well engaged in ‘Medium’ activities), often seek to emulate 
‘organisations like us’ (e.g. local organisations) and show less 
interest in embracing ‘industry best practice’. 

2, 3.2, 3.3 

28 Much of the burden of the vital capacity transition from HiLo to 
Medium capacity is carried by internal champions, who may lack 
skills, who face a complex task that is often resisted by the wider 
organisational culture and unsupported by senior managers. 
People in such roles often reported high levels of personal stress. 

5.3 

29 As medium level OAC actions begin, the skills and attitudes of the 
leadership team may become a barrier unless it takes steps to 
learn alongside practitioners.  

a. This helps explain why changes in organisational 
leadership are regularly identified as providing opportunities 
to improve (but also risks of undermining) existing OAC.  

b. New ‘leaders’ might be internal (e.g. new members of the 
Board) or external (e.g. new bankers, owners, project 
partners). 

3.3, 5.2 

30 A crucial transition occurs between ‘medium’ and ‘high’ 
organisations. Key elements of this transition include: 

a. The strategic case for adaptation becomes increasingly 
understood and accepted within the organisation. 

b. The burden of change is less and less carried by individual 
champions (although they remain important) but becomes 
supported by the organisation as a whole. 

c. Adaptation processes become increasingly autonomous 
and independent of pressure from external forces such as 
government. 

d. That both opportunities and risks exist from climate change 
impacts is fully appreciated for the first time. 

e. Organisations take responsibility for outcomes of long-term 
decision making. They become expert in longer-duration 
scenarios and begin to respond to these in decision taking. 

f. Ability to argue a sophisticated ‘business case’ for longer-
term paybacks from decision making increases. 

g. They begin to report insufficient government capacity (e.g. 
inefficient regulation) as a crucial barrier, but tend to 
respond positively (e.g. by seeking to engage with and 
influence government policy-making). 

h. They recognise the need to improve the OAC of the wider 

2, 3.4 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 
system, particularly the development and maintenance of 
medium OAC in the system for which they take 
responsibility. They take responsibility for this through 
improved engagement and for example through ‘translating’ 
climate scenarios for low-capacity organisations. 

i. This implies that ‘high’ capacity organisations are likely 
always to see themselves as having a ‘framework’ role, 
whether or not this is an ‘official’ one. Examples: 
development of industry best practice initiatives, of industry 
knowledge networks, of supply chains, influencers of 
government policy. 

j. They see barriers as opportunities to change and improve 
the system rather than as excuses not to act. 

31 For these reasons, organisations with high OAC are a potentially 
crucial resource to government and to national adaptation more 
generally. They have earned this status by their actions over the 
years. This implies that existing ‘high’ OAC organisations need to 
be supported and consulted and (although there will never be a 
high number of ‘high’ organisations) the authors of this report 
suggest that the development of a greater pool of ‘high’ OAC 
organisations would be an effective way to help meet adaptation 
objectives. 

See above 

32 High levels of OAC appear to be associated with factors such as: 

a. Prior experience in handling current weather extremes (i.e. 
they have experience from which they can learn). 

b. A resourceful and innovative, problem-solving 
organisational culture. 

c. Sophisticated understanding of climate scenarios. 
d. Long-term planning horizons and strategy processes 
e. Supportive, well-informed and skilled leadership 
f. Effective collaboration and coalition-building within strategic 

and other networks. 

4.4, 3.4 

33 Not only is the public sector's direct work very important to 
adaptation, but the markets that they create for businesses 
through, for example, their procurement specifications can build 
wider OAC.  There is therefore a multiplier effect of resilience in 
public procurement.12 

3.4 

34 Clear conclusions as to barriers and enablers of a transition to a 
well-adapting UK did not emerge from this exercise. This is for two 
reasons: 

a. The majority of organisations were at too low a level of 
capacity to be able to do so (e.g. otherwise articulate 
‘medium’ organisations were unable to do so, for example 
shifting to discuss mitigation rather than adaptation). 

b. Length of the interview process meant that even ‘high’ 
organisations (and the interviewers!) had little energy for 
further discussions, despite considerable goodwill. 

2, 4.4 

35 A continuing and high capacity role for national government was 4.4, 5.4 

                                                
12

 Treasury ‘Green Book’ processes provide a structure through which this could potentially be achieved within the context of financial prudence. 
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No. Conclusion Source(s) 
seen as essential by interviewees. This role included: 

a. Leading by example (e.g. in national scale infrastructure); 
b. Providing clear guidance as to direction of travel (a 

comparison was made with the economy, where 
government sets a direction despite arguably much greater 
uncertainty and dispute); 

c. Better predictive modelling; 
d. Promoting better collaboration between agencies and 

organisations. 
e. Co-ordinating a national programme, e.g. through fiscal 

carrots and sticks; 
f. Promoting and supporting wider attitudinal shifts; 
g. Developing the very high levels of OAC within government 

that would be needed to accomplish the above. 
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Appendix 2  - Interview script 

 
INTRODUCTION: 

SCREENER 

Check person is correct person [Pull respondent and organisation names from 12-057524-01 
on screen. If named respondent has referred to a better placed individual show original name 
and name of referred individual.] 

YES – CORRECT PERSON 

NO -  NOT CORRECT PERSON. Thank and clarify telephone number to call for referral if 
possible 

 

INTRODUCTION 

My name is [xxx] from ABL. We are undertaking this research on behalf of Defra (the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) into organisational responses to 
climate change. We are particularly focusing on what helps or hinders organisations in 
developing their capacity to take action on expected climate impacts 

The research is in 2 parts. You agreed to participate in the earlier survey /IF REFERRAL 
were recommended as a suitable person to talk to by a colleague. 

This is the second part, in which we will be looking at some of the issues in greater depth 

Could I just confirm that you would be an appropriate person to speak to? The interview is 
about the ways that your organisation plans for the impacts of climate change. 

INTERVIEWER NOTE: THEY HAVE ALREADY BEEN IDENTIFIED AS SOMEONE 
SUITABLE TO TAKE PART. THEY SHOULD ONLY REALLY GIVE A REFERRAL IF THEY 
REALISE SOMEONE ELSE IS BETTER PLACED TO DO SO. 

YES – CONTINUE 

NO – TAKE REFERRAL 

The interview should take around 45 minutes. 

 

USE OF DATA 

All of the results will be anonymous, only shared with Defra in anonymous form, and will be 
used to help the formulation of the government’s plan for responding to the risks and 
opportunities climate change poses. 

Check happy to proceed.  

YES – CONTINUE 

NO – ASK IF MORE APPROPRIATE TIME TO UNDERTAKE THE INTERVIEW 

 

Would it be ok to record this interview? The recording would not be passed on to anyone 
outside of Ipsos MORI and would only be used to help with the reporting. Would it be OK to 
record?  

Yes – record. Continue interview 

No – do not record. Continue interview but recording de-activated (It is not compulsory that it 
is recorded) 
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CATEGORISATION 

ASK PRIVATE SECTOR ONLY.  SKIP TO Q2a FOR 3rd SECTOR, SKIP TO Q3 FOR 
OTHERS 

Q1. Can I just check some details about your organisation? The sample information we hold 
about your business/organisation is that it is in the industry classification [INSERT SIC 
CLASSIFICATION FROM SAMPLE] 

Is this correct? 

YES – CONTINUE 

NO – RECORD CORRECT DESCRIPTION OF BUSINESS (OPEN END) 

 

ASK PRIVATE SECTOR ONLY, SKIP TO Q2a FOR 3rd SECTOR, SKIP TO Q3 FOR 
OTHERS 

Q2. And we believe that your business/organisation has [INSERT EMPLOYEE BAND FROM 
SAMPLE] employees. 

Is this correct? 

YES – CONTINUE 

NO – RECORD CORRECT DESCRIPTION OF BUSINESS (NUMERIC ENTRY, MIN 1, MAX 
10,000) 

 

ASK 3rd SECTOR ONLY 

Q2a.  How many employees does your organisation have? 

1 
2-9 
10-49 
50-99 
100-249 
More than 250 
Don’t Know 
 

ASK ALL 

Q3.  We believe that your business/organisation takes [IF CODE 1 AT Q18 IN 12-057524-01] 
does not take [IF CODE 2 AT Q18 IN 12-057524-01] decisions where the outcomes are or 
could be impacted by climate or weather events  

Is this correct? 

YES - CONTINUE 

NO – CONTINUE 

 

ASK ALL 

Q4.  What role, if any, does your organisation have in influencing how other organisations or 
individuals respond to climate change? 

 

OPEN ENDED.  PROMPT IF NECESSARY: 
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For example: 

 Do you require organisations in your supply chain to adopt policies or other changes 
in response to climate change? 

 An architect could influence the behaviour of others through the way they design 
houses 

 Urban planners could influence behaviour through where houses are situated 

 Insurance companies have let small businesses take adaptation measures instead 
of paying a premium to make insurance affordable and reduce their own risks 

 

ASK ALL 

Q4a. We would like to ask you whether your organisation influences or supports other 
organisations’ decisions about climate change and sustainability. This might be through the 
supply of information, research, policies or regulations that are designed to support how 
other organisations make decisions about climate change and sustainability. 

Please state which of the following best applies to your organisation. 

SINGLE CODE, ALLOW DK 

My organisation has an obligation or role to support and influence other organisations’ 
decisions about climate change and sustainability 

My organisation has made the choice to support and influence other organisations’ decisions 
about climate change and sustainability 

My organisation does not have an obligation or role to do this, and has not made attempts to 
do so 

 

ASK ALL 

Q5.  In the initial survey we asked about the extent to which your organisation has 
considered the kinds of risks or opportunities it might face from a changing climate. We 
understand that your organisation [INSERT RELEVANT CODE BELOW TAKEN FROM 12-
057524-01Q10]  

1. Hasn’t thought at all about climate change, and don’t plan to 
2. Hasn’t thought about it, but plan to in the future 
3. Have begun looking at it, but are just getting started 
4. Have looked at present and future threats and opportunities and thought about what to do 

about them 
5. Have looked at present and future threats and opportunities, identified priorities, and have 

started acting on these.  
6. Have comprehensively assessed current and future threats and opportunities, and have fully 

planned actions, are taking action on priorities and made this part of the way you plan 
generally 

7. Have comprehensively assessed present and future threats and opportunities, have fully 
planned and taken action, made it part of how you plan and systematically monitor and 
implement your actions. 

 

Is this correct? 

YES- CONTINUE TO Q6 

NO- CONTINUE TO Q5a 
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ASK IF CODE 2 AT Q5 

Q5a.  Which of these statements best describes how much your business / organisation has 
thought about the kinds of risks or opportunities a changing climate could present? 

READ OUT, SINGLE CODE ONLY, ALLOW DK.  

 
1. We haven’t thought at all about climate change, and don’t plan to 
2. We haven’t thought about it, but plan to in the future 
3. We have begun looking at it, but are just getting started 
4. We have looked at present and future threats and opportunities and thought about what to do 

about them 
5. We have looked at present and future threats and opportunities, identified priorities, and have 

started acting on these.  
6. We have comprehensively assessed current and future threats and opportunities, and have 

fully planned actions, are taking action on priorities  and made this part of the way we plan 
generally 

7. We have comprehensively assessed present and future threats and opportunities, have fully 
planned and taken action, made it part of how we plan and systematically monitor and 
implement our actions. 

 

ASK ALL 

Q6.   How convinced are you, if at all, that climate change is currently affecting the UK?    

SINGLE CODE 

 Totally convinced 
 Fairly convinced 
 Not very convinced 
 Not at all convinced 
 Don’t know 
 No opinion 
 

ASK ALL 

Q7.  How would you describe the role you play within your organisation in relation to climate 
change? 

DO NOT PROMPT BUT USE CODES BELOW IF APPLICABLE. SINGLE CODE  

Primary decision-maker 

Change maker 

Other (specify - RECORD AS MUCH INFORMATION AS POSSIBLE) 

THEN PROMPT WITH THE ROLES BELOW 

 

ASK IF HAVE NOT CODED 1 OR 2 AT Q7 

Q7a. For example, would you describe yourself as a primary decision maker? 

IF NEEDED:  Are you responsible for signing off decisions related to climate change? 
(SINGLE CODE) 

YES / NO / DON’T KNOW 

ASK IF HAVE NOT CODED 1 OR 2 AT Q7 OR 1 at Q7a 

Q7B. Are you someone that drives change in relation to preparing for climate change? 
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IF NEEDED:  Do you try to change the way that others like primary decision-makers take 
their decisions, for example do you encourage the adoption of particular policies or the 
use of risk assessments? (SINGLE CODE) 

YES   

NO  

DON’T KNOW 

 

ASK ALL 

Q8.  I am now going to ask you about some of the actions your organisation is taking in 
relation to climate change.  During the previous interview, you mentioned that you have 
[code 1 at Q17 FROM 12-057524-01] haven’t [does not code 1 at Q17 FROM 12-057524-01] 
allocated some of your budget to planning for and managing risks of a changing climate.  

Is this correct? 

YES – CONTINUE  

NO – RECORD CORRECT RESPONSE (OPEN END) 

 

ASK ALL 

Q9.  You also said that you have [code 2 at Q17 FROM 12-057524-01] haven’t [does not 
code 2 at Q17 FROM 12-057524-01] allocated staff time to planning for and managing risks 
of a changing climate.  

Is this correct? 

YES – CONTINUE  

NO – RECORD CORRECT RESPONSE (OPEN END) 

 

ASK IF CODED 1 OR 2 AT Q15 IN 12-057524-01 

Q10.  You mentioned that your organisation has looked at the risks or opportunities of a 
changing climate based on an assessment [INSERT NUMBER OF YEARS FROM 12-
057524-01, Q15] years into the future./ [IF CODED 2 AT Q15] of current climate risks  

Is this correct? 

YES – CONTINUE  

NO – RECORD CORRECT NUMBER OF YEARS  

 

ASK IF CODED 3 AT Q15 IN 12-057524-01 

Q10A.  In the earlier survey you mentioned that your organisation has looked at the risks or 
opportunities of a changing climate. Do you know how far into the future these climate risk 
assessments were based? 

 
1. CODE NUMBER OF YEARS (MINIMUM 1, MAXIMUM 1,000) 
2. They were based on current climate risks 
3. Don’t know (DO NOT READ OUT) 

 

ASK ALL 
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Q11.  [IF CODE 4 TO 7 AT Q10 FROM 12-057524-01 OR CODE 4 TO 7 FROM Q5A OR 
HAVE CODED 1 OR 2 AT 12-057524-01 Q17] Other than looking at the future risks and 
opportunities of climate change, what else is your organisation doing in responding to climate 
change?   

[IF HAVE NOT CODED 4 TO 7 AT Q10 FROM 12-057524-01 AND NOT CODED 4 TO 7 
FROM Q5A AND HAVE NOT CODED 1 OR 2 AT 12-057524-01 Q17] Is your organisation 
doing anything in responding to or planning for the impacts of climate change? 

 

INTERVIEWER NOTE : DO NOT PROMPT INITIALLY, BUT CODE ANY ACTIVITIES THEY 
MENTION TO THE LIST BELOW.  FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE ACTIVITIES TO 
ASSIST WITH CODING PLEASE SEE THE MORE DETAILED INFORMATION IN THE 
INTERVIEWER INSTRUCTIONS 

 

SOME ORGANISATIONS MIGHT MENTION MITIGATION ACTIVITIES / RECYCLING ETC. 
ALLOW 2 WITHOUT CORRECTING THEN SAY… 

Rather than looking at how to mitigate and prevent the causes of climate change, we are 
interested in the activities you are doing to adapt to the consequences of climate change. 

ALL ARE MULTICODE, APART FROM ‘NONE OF THE ABOVE’# 

LIST FROM BOTTOM TO TOP 

Activity name Short description Y 

5. Expert review of 
adaptation 
programme 

There is expert 'peer review' of the organisation's adaptation 
programme.   This ensures that relevant expertise is 
brought into it, and also helps identify decision points being 
overlooked by non-experts. 

 

5. Adaptation 
programme goes well 
beyond organisation's 
scope 

Scope of adaptation programme extends beyond 
organisation's area of control to include all areas where 
change is needed - e.g. government, transnational 
organisations, industry bodies, local communities. 

 

4. Adaptation 
programme flows from 
core strategy 

The organisation's core strategy recognises climate impacts 
as potentially material to its strategic objectives, and a 
programme of activity flows from this. 

 

4. Processes to 
identify leading-edge 
adaptation practice 

The organisation scans widely to identify leading edge 
processes relevant to adaptation that may be taking place 
outside the industry and region.. 

 

4. Adaptation 
programme includes 
experimental 
'breakthrough' 
projects 

The programme for adaptation includes one or more fully 
budgeted activities designed to accelerate understanding of 
the agenda that go beyond 'business as usual' changes  

 

4. Some significant 
targets set for 
adaptation 
performance 

The top team has adopted significant and quantified goals 
for resilience to future climate impacts in some activities or 
projects. 

 

3. Have incorporated 
into operational 
processes 

The organisation has incorporated procedures to address 
climate adaptation into its mainstream management 
processes. 
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3. Action plans 
developed 

Climate risks are addressed in the organisation's formal action 
planning. 

 

3. Risks prioritised Based on analysis, there is a prioritised list of areas where 
action is needed to provide improved protection against 
existing weather related risks, or to exploit any 
opportunities.. 

 

2. Some senior 
encouragement for 
adaptation action 

At least some members of the senior team demonstrate 
encouragement to people who are acting on climate 
adaptation issues.. 

 

2. Initial grasp of 
climate impacts for 
organisation 

Some decision makers recognise that climate impacts might 
affect the organisation in various ways, but this 
understanding may be quite limited. 

 

2. Adaptation 
champions 
recognised 

The organisation recognises adaptation champions, some 
of which might (but not necessarily) have an official role. 

 

Some discussion of 
climate impacts at top 
team level 

There has been time given at top team level to discuss 
climate impacts and how they might affect the organisation. 

 

2. Pockets of good 
adaptation practice 

There are some pockets of good practice on climate 
adaptation. However these may not be embedded in the 
organisation's management systems and so may be 
vulnerable to key managers or staff moving on or to a 
contract ending. 

 

NONE OF THE ABOVE (DO NOT READ OUT, SINGLE CODE)  

 

ASK ALL 

Q12.  I am now going to ask you about some other activities organisations have undertaken 
in response to climate change.  For each one, please tell me whether you have already 
implemented it, plan to implement it, or have not implemented it. 

FOR THE APPROPRIATE ACTIVITY LEVEL, BRING UP EACH ACTIVITY EXCEPT THOSE 
ALREADY MENTIONED IN Q11.  IF THEY HAVE IMPLEMENTED OR PLAN TO 
IMPLEMENT 2 OR MORE ACTIVITIES IN ONE LEVEL, PRESENT THE LIST OF 
ACTIVITIES AT LEVEL ABOVE.  IF THEY HAVE ONLY IMPLEMENTED/PLANNED TO 
IMPLEMENT ONE ACTIVITY OR FEWER AT ONE OF THE LEVELS, STOP AND MOVE 
TO NEXT QUESTION.] 

INTERVIEWER NOTE : ASK EACH QUESTION AS IT APPEARS ON SCREEN, 
PROVIDING THE INTERVIEWEE WITH FURTHER INFORMATION AND EXAMPLES 
WHEREVER NECESSARY.  FOR EACH ACTIVITY, PLEASE CODE WHETHER THE 
INTERVIEWEE HAS IMPLEMENTED IT, PLANS TO IMPLEMENT IT OR HAS NOT 
IMPLEMENTED IT. 

Activity name DO 
NOT READ OUT 

Question READ OUT Description/prompt IF 
NEEDED 

 Examples  IF 
NEEDED 

5. Expert review of 
adaptation 
programme 

Has your 
organisation’s 
adaptation 

This ensures that 
relevant expertise is 
brought into it and 

One large 
organisation sought 
out leading thinkers in 
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programme been 
subject to serious 
expert 'peer review'?  

 

 

helps identify 
inadvertent 'lock-in' as 
a consequence of 
major decision points 
being overlooked by 
non-experts. 

the climate change 
field and briefed them 
on its plans, looking 
for challenging 
feedback to help it 
identify its own blind 
spots. 

5. Adaptation 
programme goes 
well beyond 
organisation's 
scope 

Does the scope of 
your adaptation 
programme extend 
beyond your 
organisation's area of 
control to include all 
areas where change 
is needed?  

 

 

These areas could be 
government, 
transnational 
organisations, industry 
bodies, local 
communities. 

The  ‘Knowledge for 
Climate’ programme 
brings together 
municipalities, 
academic institutions, 
Government ministers 
and senior civil 
servants, businesses, 
etc., because it is 
recognised that 
change has to be 
managed across a 
wide ‘system’ of 
organisations. 

4. Adaptation 
programme flows 
from core strategy 

Does your 
organisation's core 
strategy recognise 
climate impacts as 
potentially material to 
its strategic 
objectives? 

 

Does a programme of 
activity flow from this 
core strategy? 

 

 

The strategy doesn’t 
only mention climate 
impacts as an add-on, 
but as a significant 
threat and / or 
opportunity to the 
business – i.e. among 
the top 5 or 6 threats 
or opportunities. 
These are not just 
words – a programme 
of activity can be seen 
following from this. 

 

4. Processes to 
identify leading-
edge adaptation 
practice 

Does your 
organisation scan 
widely to identify 
leading edge 
processes relevant to 
adaptation?  

These may be taking 
place outside your 
organisation’s industry 
and region. 

 

Water companies 
have looked at how 
community groups 
respond to  flood risks 

4. Adaptation 
programme 
includes 
experimental 
'breakthrough' 
projects 

Does your 
organisation’s 
programme for 
adaptation include 
any fully budgeted 
activities designed to 
accelerate 
understanding of the 
agenda?  

 

These go beyond 
'business as usual' 
changes that can be 
undertaken without 
new ways of working 
and thereby generate 
understanding of 
barriers that need to 
be addressed for more 
far reaching change to 
be possible. 

A factory found ways 
of keeping the 
workplace cool 
enough to meet 
international 
standards during heat 
waves without any 
increase – indeed 
with a significant 
reduction – in energy 
use. 
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4. Some significant 
targets set for 
adaptation 
performance 

Has the top team at 
your organisation 
adopted significant 
and quantified goals 
for resilience to 
future climate 
impacts in some 
activities or projects? 

 

 

 Some organisations 
have specified that all 
new buildings should 
be resilient against 
flooding for 1 in 1000 
year risks, after taking 
climate projections 
into account 

3. Have 
incorporated into 
operational 
processes 

Has your 
organisation 
incorporated 
procedures to 
address climate 
adaptation into its 
mainstream 
management 
processes? 

 Changing contract 
specifications or work 
instructions to staff to 
ensure that new ways 
of working become 
standardised. 

3. Action plans 
developed 

Are climate risks 
addressed in your 
organisation's formal 
action planning? 

Have people been 
made accountable for 
getting things done in 
the normal planning 
cycle? 

 

3. Risks prioritised Have you conducted 
analysis to produce a 
prioritised list of 
areas where action is 
needed to provide 
improved protection 
against existing 
weather related risks, 
or to exploit any 
opportunities? 

 

Has someone worked 
out which risks are 
most important and 
needs to be acted on 
first. This is not just a 
guess – there has 
been analysis – e.g. to 
compare costs and 
benefits. 

 

2. Some senior 
encouragement for 
adaptation action 

Do some members of 
the senior team 
demonstrate 
encouragement to 
people who are 
acting on climate 
adaptation issues? 

 

 (They may have 
mentioned it in a talk 
or article  

 Or taken part in an 
external forum on 
the issue 

These contributions 
may not necessarily 
have been very 
thought through) 

2. Initial grasp of 
climate impacts for 
organisation  

 

Do some decision 
makers at your 
organisation 
recognise that 
climate impacts 
might affect it in 

 (INTERVIEWER 
NOTE: This 
understanding may 
be quite limited- they 
may realise that they 
ought to do more 
about flooding or 
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various ways? 

 

  

heat, but perhaps not 
know just what they 
need to do.) 

 

2. Adaptation 
champions 
recognised 

Does your 
organisation 
recognise adaptation 
champions? 

 

 If so, do they do this 
in an official role?  

Is there anyone within 
the organisation who 
people turn to in order 
to get things done on 
adapting to climate 
change? 

 

These might (but not 
necessarily) have an 
official role. 

 

 

 

2.Some discussion 
of climate impacts 
at top team level 

Has your 
organisation given 
time at top team level 
to discuss climate 
impacts and how 
they might affect the 
organisation? 

 

 

Have climate impacts 
and how they impact 
on your organisation 
been discussed at 
senior management 
level? 

 

 

2. Pockets of good 
adaptation practice 

Which good 
practices on climate 
adaptation does your 
organisation 
employ?  

 

(INTERVIEWER 
NOTE: These may not 
be embedded in the 
organisation's 
management systems 
and so may be 
vulnerable to key 
managers or staff 
moving on or to a 
contract ending.) 

 

A manager in one 
department might 
have done some 
good work on flood 
precautions, but it 
may be isolated and 
may not have been 
rolled out across the 
organisation 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q13.  We would like to ask about things in the past that have either helped or hindered your 
organisation to take some of these actions. What has helped your organisation to take these 
actions you have mentioned?  

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q13a. And what barriers had to be overcome for you to be able to take them? 

DO NOT PROMPT INITIALLY.  RECORD EACH BARRIER IN AS MUCH DETAIL AS 
POSSIBLE.  IF THEY MENTION A FURTHER BARRIER CLICK TO NEXT SCREEN 
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WHERE ANOTHER BARRIER CAN BE ENTERED.  WHEN THEY STOP PROVIDING 
EXAMPLES CLICK END TO GO THE NEXT QUESTION. 

FOLLOWING ARE NOTES TO HELP THEINTERVIEWER – BUT NOT TO BE READ OUT 
INDIVIDUAL INTERNAL:  barriers that impact the individual and are real but can’t be 
measured such as: 

 Emotions (e.g. fear) 

 Personal assumptions or prejudices (e.g. climate change people are all lefties) 

 Personal attitudes to risk (‘I’m happy to take that risk’) 
 
INDIVIDUAL EXTERNAL barriers that impact the individual and can be measured such as : 

 Lack of skills or knowledge 

 Lack of appropriate languages 

 The individual’s job role doesn’t include climate change 
 
COLLECTIVE INTERNAL barriers that impact the organisation and can’t be measured such 
as: 

 Organisational culture and norms (e.g. the company doesn’t believe in climate 
change) 

 Jointly held values 

 Dominant industry or company assumptions / rules of thumb 
 
COLLECTIVE  EXTERNAL barriers that impact the organisation and can be measured 

 Often shortened to PESTLE – Political, environmental, social, technical, legal, 
economic barriers 

 E.g. regulations, lack of technologies, election cycles, lack of cost benefit. 
 

I’m now going to describe some of the other kinds of barriers that organisations might face in 
responding to climate change.   
 
RECORD BARRIERS IN EACH CATEGORY IN AS MUCH DETAIL AS POSSIBLE.  WHEN 
THEY HAVE NOTHING MORE TO SAY IN A CATEGORY AFTER PROBING MOVE ON TO 
THE NEXT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q14a.  Some barriers are INDIVIDUAL and INTERNAL.  These are individual people’s ways 
of thinking, such as an individual’s emotional barriers, personal assumptions, or personal 
attitudes to climate change.  

Have you faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF ALREADY CODED 
SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE – Why was that a problem for you? What helped you overcome it? 

RECORD BARRIER AND WHAT HELPED OVERCOME IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q14b.  Other barriers are INDIVIDUAL and EXTERNAL, such as individual skills or 
behaviours. For example, no skills available to your organisation to take appropriate 
measures, or a lack of appropriate languages.  

Have you faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF ALREADY CODED 
SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE – Why was that a problem for you? What helped you overcome it? 
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RECORD BARRIER AND WHAT HELPED OVERCOME IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q14c.  Other barriers are COLLECTIVE and INTERNAL, reflecting organisational culture 
such as an organisation that is very short term in its thinking, or jointly held values 

Have you or your organisation faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF 
ALREADY CODED SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE – Why was that a problem for you? What helped you overcome it? 

RECORD BARRIER AND WHAT HELPED OVERCOME IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q15 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q14d.  Other barriers are COLLECTIVE and EXTERNAL.  These might be political or 
economic or technical barriers, for example, there might be big cost benefit problems in 
some cases, or a lack of particular technologies 

Have you or your organisation faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF 
ALREADY CODED SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE – Why was that a problem for you? What helped you overcome it? 

RECORD BARRIER AND WHAT HELPED OVERCOME IT 

 

ASK ALL  

Q15.  What are the desired next steps in your organisation’s adaptation programme?  

OPEN END, ALLOW DK 

IF NECESSARY: What else would you like to do to prepare for the impacts of climate change 
if you could? 

 

ASK ALL 

Q16.  What things were ‘out of reach’ when earlier actions were being taken but may soon be 
possible? 

PROMPT IF NECESSARY FROM THE NEXT LEVEL UP ON PACT GRID – INCLUDED IN 
INTERVIEWER PACK i.e. THESE ARE ACTIVITIES NOT YET TAKEN. 

 

ASK ALL  

Q17.  What would help your organisation take these actions and what  barriers would have to 
be overcome for you to be able to take them? 

DO NOT PROMPT, OPEN ENDED. IF THEY MENTION A FURTHER BARRIER CLICK TO 
NEXT SCREEN WHERE ANOTHER BARRIER CAN BE ENTERED.  WHEN THEY STOP 
PROVIDING EXAMPLES CLICK END TO GO TO THE NEXT QUESTION. 

 THERE IS SPACE ON THE SCREEN FOR YOU TO CODE EACH BARRIER TO THE 
WILBER MATRIX AS AT Q13A.   

FOR EACH BARRIER PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING 
IT. 
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ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q18A L FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q18 M.  Are there any barriers in the categories we talked about earlier (i.e. individual – 
internal, individual external, collective internal and collective external)? 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q18a M.  What individual internal barriers might there be for your organisation to undertake 
further actions? 

IF NECESSARY: These are individual people’s ways of thinking, such as an individual’s 
emotional barriers, personal assumptions or prejudices, or personal attitudes to risk.  

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q18b M. What about individual external barriers? 

IF NECESSARY:  Such as individual skills or behaviours. For example, no skills available to 
your organisation to take appropriate measures, or a lack of appropriate languages 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q18c M.  And collective internal barriers? 

IF NECESSARY:  These are barriers reflecting organisational culture such as an 
organisation that is very short term in its thinking, or jointly held values 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

ASK ALL MEDIUM CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR LOW CAPACITY 

Q18d M.  Finally, are there any collective external barriers? 

IF NECESSARY:  These might be political or economic or technical barriers, for example, 
there might be big cost benefit problems in some cases, or a lack of particular technologies. 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

 

ASK ALL LOW CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR MEDIUM CAPACITY 

 (NOTE:  NO Q18_L AS LOW CAP HAVEN’T HEARD THE CATEGORIES YET) 

I would like to ask you about different types of barrier that might prevent you or your 
organisation taking further action to respond to climate change.   

RECORD BARRIERS IN EACH CATEGORY IN AS MUCH DETAIL AS POSSIBLE.  WHEN 
THEY HAVE NOTHING MORE TO SAY IN A CATEGORY AFTER PROBING MOVE ON TO 
THE NEXT 

 

Q18a_L:  Some barriers are INDIVIDUAL and INTERNAL.  These are individual people’s 
ways of thinking, such as an individual’s emotional barriers, personal assumptions, or 
personal attitudes to climate change.  
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Have you faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF ALREADY CODED 
SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT] to taking further action? 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

ASK ALL LOW CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR MEDIUM CAPACITY 

Q18b_L:  Other barriers are INDIVIDUAL and EXTERNAL, such as individual skills or 
behaviours. For example, no skills available to your organisation to take appropriate 
measures, or a lack of appropriate languages.  

Have you faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF ALREADY CODED 
SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT] to taking further action? 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

 

ASK ALL LOW CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR MEDIUM CAPACITY 

Q18c_L.  Other barriers are COLLECTIVE and INTERNAL, reflecting organisational culture 
such as an organisation that is very short term in its thinking, or jointly held values 

Have you or your organisation faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF 
ALREADY CODED SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

 

ASK ALL LOW CAPACITY ORGANISATIONS, SKIP TO Q19 FOR MEDIUM CAPACITY 

Q18d_L.  Other barriers are COLLECTIVE and EXTERNAL.  These might be political or 
economic or technical barriers, for example, there might be big cost benefit problems in 
some cases, or a lack of particular technologies 

Have you or your organisation faced any [such barriers / other similar barriers to this IF 
ALREADY CODED SOMETHING IN THIS QUADRANT]? 

PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/HINDER OVERCOMING IT 

 

 

ASK ALL  

Q19.  Can you envision the UK adapting really well to climate change?  What do you see 
organisations doing differently in this vision?  

OPEN ENDED.  DO NOT PROMPT: IF THEY ARE UNABLE TO ENVISION IT SKIP TO 
Q21. ALLOW DK 

  

ASK ALL WHO DON’T SAY THEY ARE UNABLE TO ENVISION IT  

Q20.  What barriers do you think would have to be overcome for such a state to become 
feasible? 

DO NOT PROMPT, OPEN ENDED.   

FOR EACH BARRIER PROBE FOR WHAT WOULD FACILITATE/OR PREVENT 
OVERCOMING IT. 
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CODE TO WILBER MATRIX AS PER Q13A – INCLUDE EXAMPLE BARRIERS 

 

ASK ALL  

Q21.  Thank you for your help, this is everything that we wanted to cover in the interview. Is 
there anything else you’d like to say on this subject? 

OPEN QUESTION, DO NOT PROMPT 

 

ASK ALL  

Q22.  Finally, Defra are interested in knowing what types or organisation took part in this 
research. Would you be willing for us to pass the name of your organisation on to Defra as 
having taken part in this research?  Your own name would remain confidential and the details 
of your responses are anonymous and will not be passed on to anyone else.  

YES- RECORD NAME OF ORGANISATION 

NO- CLOSE 

Thank you very much for taking part in this research.  The findings will be used to inform the 
Government’s National Adaptation Programme which will focus on helping UK businesses, 
local authorities and civil society to become more resilient or ‘Climate Ready’ to climate 
change impacts. 

If you have any further thoughts that you think are relevant to this research, please don’t 
hesitate to email (Interviewer Name) (interviewer.name@alexanderballard.co.uk).  

Thank you again for your time 
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Appendix 3  - Systematic literature review 

Introduction to the review 

This is a summary of a full literature review carried out by the University of Leeds 
Department of the Environment as part of this project.13 The review was carried out by Dr. 
Geoff Whitman working under the direction of Professor Suraje Desai. The review was 
summarised by Dr Kate Lonsdale under the direction of David Ballard, both of Alexander 
Ballard Ltd. 

The complete review adopted the approach of a systematic literature review as outlined by 
Berrang-Ford et al (2011). It focused on peer-reviewed papers that have been published 
since 2006 with a UK-based analysis. Selection of papers was based on three main criteria:  
UK-based research papers with empirical research prioritized over review or commentary 
articles (grey literature was excluded); robustness of the methodologies e.g. consistency of 
methods/data; representativeness of the sample; how easily the approach could be scaled 
up from the specific research site, sector or population to the UK more widely. 

The review was carried out in Web of Knowledge, an academic search engine that is widely 
used and trusted within academia. In line with the focus of Project 1a in the PREPARE bid 
the following terms formed the basic unit for the search: climat* chang* adapt*. In addition to 
these terms the following were added to the Web of Knowledge search: UK; 
Organisation/Organization; Adaptive capacity; Transitions; Learning; Decision-making; 
Sensemaking; Driver; Enabler; Barrier; Vulnerability; Risk; Resilience; Hazard reduction; 
Disaster reduction.  This gave a total of 30 different search combinations that produced a 
total of 542 references. To identify the core papers relating to Defra’s remit, Endnote was 
used to filter down the peer-reviewed publications to 55 relating to the UK; Scotland; 
England; Wales; Northern Ireland and Great Britain.  In addition, for project 1a three further 
criteria were applied: Firstly, the review did not focus on papers that reflect on future climate 
impacts or potential adaptation measures. Secondly, the review does not focus on papers 
about individuals as this is the focus on project 2. Finally the 55 papers were then graded by 
reviewing their titles and abstracts and allocated them a star rating from 5*, which indicated 
an ‘excellent’ paper that we considered to be highly relevant to Project 1a, through to 1* 
which reflected a paper that had little relevance to Project 1a.  In the following selection from 
the full review these relevance ratings will be given in square brackets after the citation e.g. 
Berkhout et al, 2006 [5*]. 

 

Introduction to the selection 

The selection of the full literature review presented here draws out findings on what barriers 
exist that might prevent or constrain the building of adaptive capacity in organisations (or 
enablers that build capacity) and thus the ability of those organisations to make effective 
decisions regarding adaptation.     

Adaptation is a highly subjective term which organisations can legitimately interpret in 
multiple ways leading to very different interpretations of ‘adaptive actions’ and thus what kind 
of capacity needs to be built in order to be adapting well.  Wilby and Vaughan, (2011)[3*] in 
their paper ‘Hallmarks of organisations that are adapting to climate change’ note that the 
volume of peer-reviewed work on adaptation is nearly a decade behind that of climate 
impacts but that there is a growing body of grey literature that ‘reflects some of the latest 
thinking on climate adaptation as invoked at organisational, sectoral, national and 
international levels’.  This material, drawn from corporate documents and scientific literature, 
is used by the authors to identify recurring characteristics of organisations that are adapting 

                                                
13

 Whitman, G.P., Dessai, S., Systematic literature review of barriers and enablers to organisational and sectoral adaptive capacity.  Available from 
Professor Suraje Dessai, University of Leeds, s.dessai@leeds.ac.uk  
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to a changing climate. They suggest that these characteristics could be used as ‘a simple 
checklist for self-diagnosis, gauging progress or highlighting areas for further development’.  
Given the relative lack of empirical evidence, these characteristics are thus offered as a way 
to think through what supports an organisation to be adapting well and thus what sort of 
capacity needs to be built.   
 
Wilby and Vaughan (2011) suggest that an organisation is better placed to adapt to climate 
variability and change when: 

 Climate change champions are clearly visible, setting goals, advocating and resourcing 
initiatives on climate change adaptation. 

 Climate change adaptation objectives are clearly stated in corporate strategies and 
regularly reviewed as part of a broader strategic framework. 

 Comprehensive risk and vulnerability assessments are being undertaken for priority 
activities at early stages of the business planning cycle. 

 Scientifically based, workable guidance and training on adaptation is being put in place 
for operational staff. 

 Flexible structures and processes are in place to assist organisational learning, up-
skilling of teams and mainstreaming of adaptation within codes of practice. 

 Adaptation pathways are being guided by the precautionary principle in order to deliver 
‘low-regret’ anticipatory solutions that are robust to uncertainty about future risks 
including, but not exclusively, climate change. 

 Multi-partner networks are in place that are sharing information, pooling resources and 
taking concerted action to realise complementary adaptation goals. 

 Progress in adapting is monitored and reported against clearly defined targets. 

 Effective communication with internal and external audiences is raising awareness of 
climate risks and opportunities, realising behavioural changes and demonstrating 
adaptation in action. 

 

Wilby and Vaughan (2011) recognise that adaptation is highly context and scale dependent 
and that an organisation may not necessarily exhibit all these features. Uneven landscapes 
of information and resource availability, attitudes and agency further contribute to the 
patchiness in adaptation actions within large organisations. For some actors, adaptation is an 
overtly institutional issue, and for others, it is a development, livelihood and technological 
challenge. Therefore, a degree of pluralism is to be expected in the capacity and approaches 
adopted by organisations to deliberative adaptive management – not least those with 
interests spanning both developing and developed regions. Adaptation decisions are thus 
constrained by national and local public policy as well as by the local regulatory environment 
within which organisations operate. All these factors should be kept in mind when 
considering the steps taken by individual organisations to adapt to climate variability and 
change.  However, the authors argue that their inventory provides a practical basis for 
reviewing the priorities and progress on adaptation capacity building within public and private 
sector organisations alike. 

Themes from the literature 

1. How adaptation is framed.     

Adaptation is a highly subjective term and organisations can legitimately interpret this in 
multiple ways leading to very different interpretations of ‘adaptive actions’. Barriers to 
effectively building capacity to adapt in organisations may exist if the way that adaptation is 
framed is limiting or partial.  It may be over simplistic and fail to capture the complexity of the 
system seeing it as a linear, predict and provide, problem.   An inadequate framing of the 
problem may result in failure to recognise what capacity is required and thus a failure to 
invest and encourage the development of those skills and capacities in the organisation. 
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Berkhout, et al. (2006) [5*] identify a number of different strategies that may be adopted by 
an organisation in relation to climate adaptation.  Firstly, changes to the commercial strategy 
of the firm (commercial adaptation); Secondly, changes to technologies used to provide 
products or services (technological adaptation); Thirdly changes related to financial 
management systems (financial adaptation); and finally, changes in data gathering and 
monitoring trends (information and monitoring) of climate stimuli and search processes for 
adaptation measures).  

Boyd and Osbahr (2010) [4*] suggest that a resilience framing offers a useful way to think 
about strategies for adapting to a changing climate specifically its focus on the ability of 
systems, or here organisations, to learn and ‘bounce back’ from shocks.  The authors argue 
that resilience thinking could frame more robust approaches in three areas of environmental 
management: (1) dealing with complexity, feedbacks and non-linear development; (2) 
developing decision-making tools for uncertain risk; and (3) improving mechanisms to 
navigate social–ecological systems using multi-scale adaptive governance. Resilience 
thinking would further suggest that organisations need to be ‘adaptive’ and ‘dynamic’ and 
prepared to deal with surprises in the context of limited or no information such as climate 
change. Finally, resilience thinking calls for organisations to engage in capacity-building 
processes that address information sharing, assess the changing needs of multiple users of 
information and consider the multi-scale dimensions of adaptive governance.  

The authors also draw on organisational learning which introduces themes such as 
organisational culture, reflexive learning and what is referred to as shadow networks 
(described as simultaneous and spontaneous networks among organisations, which are 
formed through self-organisation and aid the evolution of organisations).  This framing 
addresses the ‘messy’ processes of interaction between the ‘legitimate’ formal and the 
informal systems, where most organisational development takes place.  The authors argue 
that these shadow networks play an important role in learning across multiple layers in 
networks and are an important component of adaptive governance. Using these framings 
enabled Practical Action to recognise the linkages between climate change, adaptation, 
disaster risk reduction, resilience and complexity. The authors argue that this had led to them 
advancing its reflection further than the other organisations by, for instance, considering the 
need to redesign planning frameworks to be more flexible. It has employed personnel to 
‘think 100% of their time’ about the challenges of climate change, resilience and uncertainty, 
and to distil information from other sources that would be useful to the organisation.  

The need to capture the complexity of the system of interest in order to understand how to 
build capacity to intervene effectively is also captured in other studies.  Oven et al, (2012) 
[2*], reporting on the work on the influence of a changing climate (specifically flooding, heat 
waves and cold waves) on future social care provision for the elderly, suggest their work 
highlights the complexity of undertaking future hazard and vulnerability assessments,  
pointing to the rapid changes in demographic makeup for rural or semi-rural areas (growing 
proportions of older people), and the effect this will have in the near future, and present, 
when healthcare infrastructure is heavily built around major urban agglomerations 

Webb, (2011) [3*]uses an approach drawn from the Sociology of Knowledge (the relationship 
between human thought and the social context within which it arises) in which policy makers 
are seen as co-producers of knowledge through their interactions with scientists and 
consultants in the policy process. This approach is used to explore the forms of knowledge 
embedded in, and refined by, current UK climate change policy processes in relation to risk 
assessment.  It does so by exploring how the CCRA frames the climate problem, its creation 
of metrics and their limits in addressing climate change risks, and the validity and legitimacy 
of such tools in conditions of high uncertainty- such as climate change.  The author 
recognises that risk assessments have a contribution to make to managing complexity and 
assessing priorities such as set out in the CCRA. However, she goes on to argue that given 
the limitations of the way that adaptation is framed, an over reliance on such tools may 
actually risk understating the potential for climate-related disasters while simultaneously – 
and unintentionally – lead to an increased chance of failing to effectively act to adapt to 
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climate change.  It is argued that this is due to an over reliance on socio-technical devices 
(i.e. the CCRA) that results in a predominantly top-down approach to policy. Consequently, 
there is a limited engagement with the public in deliberations about social priorities and 
purposes. The result is that risks are determined by ‘experts’ who may not understand public 
concerns or how they would characterise risks differently leading to the potential for 
politicians and civil servants to focus on the ‘wrong’ variables and so misunderstand the 
assumptions and values built in to risk assessments. 

2. Awareness and access to and the use of information 

In order for an organisation to decide to invest in building capacity to adapt there needs to be 
sufficient understanding of the scale and scope of the problem in relation to the core 
business of the organisation. If this is limited by access to usable information or inability to 
pick up direct or indirect signals due to lack of awareness there may be a lack of recognition 
that this is a problem that needs to be addressed through building capacity.  This may be a 
capacity issue in itself – you need people to be able to recognise and pick up relevant signals 
(which may be weak or attenuated (Berkhout et al, 2006 [5*])) and interpret them in order to 
build a case for investment in building capacity to adapt and improving the effectiveness of 
decision making in an organisation in relation to a changing climate.  You also need to have 
people who understand what makes information ‘usable’ (often described as e.g. legitimate, 
salient, credible) and accessible in order to build and effective case for investment in 
capacity building. 

Arnell and Delaney (2006) [4*]describe an assessment of the ways in which water supply 
companies in England and Wales are adapting to climate change. This is done through an 
evaluation of a conceptual model of the adaptation process. The model has four components 
to it: (i) awareness of and concern about the potential impacts of climate change, (ii) 
adaptation strategy, (iii) the concept of an adaptation space from which options are selected, 
and (iv) the notion that three groups of factors influence awareness, strategy and option 
selection. These factors are: susceptibility to change, internal characteristics of the 
organisation, and regulatory and market context. 

Berkhout, et al. (2006) [5*]note that many of the characteristic signals and mechanisms that 
play a role in market-induced organisational learning and change are attenuated with regard 
to adaptations that may be made in response to climate change stimuli. This they argue has 
implications for how adaptation processes are likely to unfold, and draws attention to the 
importance of uncertainty, indirect signals to adapt and processes of co-adaptation (with 
respect to non-climate drivers of organisational change). 

In order to make a case for investment in capacity building for adaptation organisations have 
to demonstrate the need and this often requires addressing uncertainty in the climate 
projects. Boyd and Osbahr (2010) [4*] suggest that many of the organisations in their study 
are not yet able to show how they will incorporate scientific uncertainty into their planning 
strategies or by what means they will scale up climate-related information from the extensive 
shadow systems in the field for central strategy.  Charlton and Arnell (2011) [5*]in their study 
of UK water companies found that uncertainty is a key barrier to making decisions as water 
companies are both unsure of what the effects of climate change will be on them and also 
whether decisions will be beneficial in the future.  

Hedger et al, (2006) [3*], reflecting on the role of UKCIP, identified some of the ways in 
which UKCIP had acted to support other organisations to adapt either through building 
adaptive capacity or delivering adaptation actions.  The UKCIP climate change scenarios 
have been powerful tools for engaging organisations and encouraging them to consider 
adaptation as an issue they might need to be addressing. They also describe the importance 
of information flows which travel in all directions: from developers of methodologies to 
contractors on studies and vice versa, from decision-makers to researchers, from 
researchers to decision-makers, between decision-makers and between researchers. Finally, 
UKCIP has also produced innovative methodological tools and traditional peer-reviewed 
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literature.  Later on, however, they note that the UKCIP02 future climate scenarios in 2020s 
were too far ahead for most businesses to build their strategy on, highlighting the importance 
of information being at an appropriate level to be usable for making decisions about, for 
example, internal capacity development. 

Another barrier to recognising the need to build adaptive capacity has been stakeholder 
fatigue and the influence of unscientific press reports that downplay the messages emerging 
from the scientific literature and the climate projects. Decision making can be limited by the 
level of information; if stakeholders only receive summaries of impacts for rapid appraisal 
scoping studies this can result in a “superficial wisdom” with the summaries being accepted 
as well documented fact, in contrast to the level of information offered by sector specific 
studies. Westerhoff et al., (2011) [5*] identify that a barrier to adaptation (and indirectly to 
developing capacity) may be formed due to an organisational inability to produce or access 
climate and other information.  

Wilby and Vaughan (2011)[3*] identify the need for comprehensive risk assessments and 
scientifically based guidance for staff, as hallmarks of organisations that are adapting to 
climate change as they help to identify the need and possible ways to respond, thus 
highlighting areas in which capacity needs to be developed if the organisation is to be 
adapting well.  Effective communication strategies which take into account the needs of an 
organisation such as demonstration projects which help participants to appreciate how 
adaptation will appear, and visualisation techniques are starting to be used though their 
effectiveness needs further investigation.  Information is a key enabler for decision making, 
and the paper stresses the importance of monitoring and reporting of climate change metrics 
which have been identified as relevant to a particular organisation. 

3. Experience, values and mind sets of people who influence capacity 
building  

Organisational adaptive capacity will not be developed if people in positions of authority or 
leadership do not have the skills, experience or mindset that enables them to recognise the 
connections between general climate signals and the impacts these may have on their core 
business.  This could be a result of a limited understanding of the issue or lack of time and 
support for adequate consideration. Alternatively the need for adaptation could be 
understood but there is disagreement between key people about its importance relative to 
other drivers or about what an effective response might be leading to underinvestment in 
building capacity. Champions, who understand the importance of the issue yet may not be in 
positions of great influence often act to highlight the implications of climate change as 
opportunities arise.  Organisational processes that constrain their ability to do this may 
restrict full comprehension of the implications of a changing climate for an organisation and 
thus act as a barrier to the building of adaptive capacity in the organisation. 

Manasfi and Greenhalgh (2011) [3*] found that the senior management’s approach was 
highly influential in a municipality’s capacity to incorporate adaptation within its activities. 
However, they also found that a large part of adaptation work that had taken place within 
both district and county councils was largely due to the work of one or two climate change 
officers, whose primary responsibilities lie elsewhere. Adaptation work was found to be a 
somewhat marginal, additional responsibility. These officers tend to have limited direct 
influence with their leverage being derived from persuading colleagues of the relevance of 
adaptation and gaining support from senior officers.  

Wilby and Vaughan (2011) [3*] identify the need for ‘credible, broad-minded and visionary 
leadership’ as one of their nine hallmarks of adapting organisations.   Climate change 
champions also capitalise on transient ‘policy windows’, created by external events, to 
influence policy, and to secure resources. For example, following the summer 2007 flooding 
in England, the Environment Agency's (EA) annual budget for flood defence works was 

raised from ∼£600–£800 million partly because the risks of chronic under spend on key 
infrastructure were clearly articulated.  Wilby and Vaughan (2011) [3*] recognised that social 
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and individual factors can introduce significant barriers to adaptation at collective policy and 
decision-making levels. One of the obstacles cited most in the South East England Regional 
Assembly (2008) report on Overcoming Barriers to the Delivery of Climate Change 
Adaptation was a lack of clear leadership to create and sustain momentum on climate 
change initiatives. This can affect wider networks in terms of weak partnerships, low levels of 
coordination or information exchange among leaders. 

4. Organisational structures, values and processes 

The hallmarks of adapting organisations identified by Wilby and Vaughan (2011) [3*] include 
many aspects that have relevance to building capacity to adapt and barriers to this.  If the 
existence of these hallmarks is seen as an enabler their absence could be assumed to be a 
barrier to adaptation. Many of the hallmarks relate to how the problem is understood (e.g. 
requirement for comprehensive risk assessments), but others relate more closely to building 
capacity to adapt e.g. scientifically based guidance for staff, structures to allow for 
organisational learning, and cooperation with other organisations, as well as monitoring of 
progress and effective communication strategies.   

Berkhout et al. (2006) [5*] make the important point that climatic stimuli are only one among 
many drivers for change that organisations face. The authors argue that issues of perception, 
interpretation, problem-solving and decision-making are central to determining whether and 
how adaptation takes place. To do this they draw on evolutionary theories of economic 
change and organisational learning literatures and they argue that processes of adaptation 
involve changes to organisational ‘routines’. The authors argue that routines represent much 
of an organisation’s on-going activity and that these need to be challenged and adjusted if 
processes of learning are to occur.   

The available actions of organisations are, according to the authors, shaped by what they 
refer to as the ‘adaptation space’. By this they mean the technical and organisational 
practicability of an organisation in principle. This adaptation space includes well-established 
options, as well as options that are novel and not yet fully explored. The authors argue that 
the adaptation space is not static, but dynamic – growing and mutating as new options are 
generated and as existing ones are replaced or become unattractive. The authors argue that 
the solutions considered by an organisation will be related to the specific competencies held 
by that organisation.  The actions taken by organisations were found to be those that 
minimised challenges to prevailing routines and beliefs in organisational behaviour and that 
organisations tended to draw upon the repertoire of responses already open to them, rather 
than invest in research and development to identify new options.  An example of this is that 
in the water industry it was found that future water supply problems were seen as best 
addressed through engineering solutions, even though the recent UK water resources 
strategy has promoted a more mixed and adaptive strategy.  

Bleda and Shackley (2008) [3*] suggest that understanding how businesses form their belief 
on the issue of climate change is of paramount importance given the key role of beliefs and 
cognitive characteristics in the triggering and shaping of organisational adaptation processes. 
The conceptual framework of this paper’s model draws upon theoretical hypotheses and 
ideas from behavioural studies of organisations and evolutionary theories of economic 
change.  From these theories, changes in beliefs and perceptions at the decision-making 
level of an organisation set the stage for changes in its strategy, and constitute the basis for 
organisational adaptation and change. Furthermore, changes in organisational beliefs come 
about in response to experience. Consequently, changing belief systems is difficult, as the 
‘old’ belief needs first to be questioned and disproved as a result of experience before a new 
belief is built.  

In particular, for a change in belief to be initiated, the authors argue that relevant experience 
has to be interpreted by the organisation as evidence of a novel situation in response to 
which the existing belief is considered inappropriate, inaccurate or ineffective. Furthermore, 
the recognition or interpretation of ‘experience’ is not straightforward: organisations do not 
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experience ‘reality’ in an objective way; they rather perceive and interpret reality according to 
their pre-existent frames of reference. Organisational inertia generally causes a resistance to 
change so organisational beliefs and practices are often maintained even in the face of 
considerable counter-evidence.  

Boyd and Osbahr (2010) [4*] found in their study that opportunities for informal learning (i.e. 
shadow networks) was very significant to organisations in learning about climate change and 
argue that continuity in learning requires leaders, hybrid knowledges (i.e. specialist 
knowledge combined with experience) and space for reflection.  Shadow systems, consisting 
of information generation and informal exchanges among regional offices, operate alongside 
the formal organisational structures. These shadow systems were found to help prepare 
organisations for climate change with information or new approaches to learning and show 
evidence of self-organisation in terms of informal and adaptive networks. The authors show 
how organisations strategically placed individuals with the appropriate knowledge to maintain 
continuity in learning about climate change. For example the FCO has people in place who 
have good understanding of the climate change issue and can source the right information 
when necessary, and its leadership has consciously taken the step to ‘stop and think’ about 
the implications of climate change.  In addition, Boyd and Osbahr (2010) [4*] identify that the 
operational delivery of actions remains a challenge and argue that the speed of change is 
largely limited by organisational cultures and constraints of delivering to multiple agendas. 
The authors go on to outline that further practical challenges remain in responding to climate 
change, including budget and time constraints.   

Harries and Penning-Rowsell (2011) [5*] suggest that Government policies to implement a 
broader range of adaptation measures are being hampered by institutional cultures that were 
formed when structural, engineered approaches were the norm. Two main discourses were 
highlighted, an Engineering discourse and a Public accountability discourse. These have 
been responsible for creating an ‘identity’ amongst engineers that is proving difficult to 
change. The authors argue that political decentralisation and the increasing focus on public 
consultation are exacerbating this problem. They argue that this is leaving decision-makers 
more responsive to the influence of those directly affected by natural hazards – ‘victims’ - 
than they are to the needs of the wider population or to policy pronouncements by 
government.  Authors question whether current legislation would be effective at changing this 

Hedger et al., (2006) [3*] argue that UKCIP has led to an enhanced understanding of 
decision-makers operating within their sectoral, regional and local contexts, who are aware of 
their existing vulnerabilities to climate variability but identify a number of barriers for 
stakeholders building capacity to adapt: tight time scales; economic pressure from short term 
business cycles; the UKCIP02 future climate scenarios in 2020s were too far ahead for most 
businesses to build their strategy on; stakeholder fatigue and influence of unscientific press 
reports.  

Manasfi and Greenhalgh (2011) [3*] suggest three themes that have proved important in 
shaping adaptation at the local government level: support by senior management, regulation 
(mostly in the form of a performance framework), and the challenge of finding the right level 
of prioritisation for adaptation. Other barriers include: short time horizons underpinning 
policies and plan-making, the limited authority of climate change or environment officers 
within their organisations, the resources (financial and otherwise) available to a municipality 
to adapt, the kinds of responses made by services to recent weather impacts (such as 
flooding), the capacity to take up external support (for example from UKCIP, the central 
government or other public agencies), and the influence of a performance management 
system on internal practices. However, they also noted that these can affect the two tiers 
differently. The research indicates that weather and climate risks can be limited in the case of 
the smaller district councils, but can be of higher priority for larger county councils, which 
have more substantial assets and services available to them. The paper concludes by 
suggesting that the focus of UK public sector reform on local partnerships may offer an 
opportunity to increase cross-organisational understanding of adaptation at the local level. At 
the same time, it can increase awareness of climate vulnerability within localities as a whole. 
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Westerhoff et al., (2011) [5*] demonstrate that planned adaptation measures, including 
building adaptive capacity,  occur as a result of several inter-relating factors, including the 
existence of political will, public support (and relevant media portrayal of climate change), 
adequate financial resources, the ability to produce or access climate and other information, 
and the extent of stakeholder involvement in the design and application of adaptation 
measures.   

5. How external regulation limits or enables capacity 

Capacity to adapt will not be built if aspects of regulatory systems and processes are too 
rigid, fail to incentivise the consideration of a changing climate (e.g. through requirements to 
only report on short time scales) or otherwise act to constrain adaptation and the building of 
adaptive capacity for effective decision making. 

Arnell and Delaney (2006) found that although awareness of climate change is high in the 
water industry water companies were found to not be explicitly considering the potential 
impacts of climate change in a consistent and rigorous manner. This is partly due to 
performance indicators, specifically the security of supplies index. Essentially, the adaptation 
strategies of water companies are designed to maintain current standards of service 
(outlined by Ofwat) and where possible to exceed these through a mixture of risk avoidance 
and risk sharing. In practice, supply-side approaches and the building of reservoirs dominate 
adaptation amongst water companies, heavily influenced by the regulatory framework as any 
successful adaptation to climate change will be measured by the extent to which companies 
meet the standards of service set by the industry regulators.  Another barrier is that the 
demand’ side of the industry is not seen as being as important in setting agendas as the 
supply side resulting in the domination of technical fixes and short-term perspectives that 
encourage capital-intensive actions (i.e. reservoirs) rather than more flexible approaches. A 
final barrier could be that climate change is simply one of many pressures on the water 
industry and so decisions are made, or not, based on a wider suite of concerns that just 
climate change. The water industry is heavily regulated and the paper suggests that 
adaptation decisions, where these are occurring, are very much influenced by the industry 
regulators. 

Bernier et al, (2010) looked at building rating systems (BRSs) (described as holistic, multi-
dimensional, criteria-based assessment tools, often third-party verified, and tied to a green 
building certification scheme). These emerged in the early 1990s in the UK and often employ 
multi-criteria decision-making methods to quantify value judgements. The authors highlight 
that a number of criticisms have been levelled at BRSs. First, the practice of reducing a 
complex, multidimensional problem to a single rating presents many issues, including a loss 
of visibility of underlying drivers. Second, category and issue selection, along with 
corresponding weighting, is a heavily value-laden exercise. Third, BRSs can be divorced 
from context, hence the growing number of systems which are modified to fit purpose. 
Finally, while the ‘one-size-fits-all’ nature of many BRSs promotes comparability, it may 
negatively rate some situations where a flexible and context-driven tool would provide a more 
valuable result. Conversely, benefits, include ‘providing compelling incentive to order parties, 
owners, architects, and users of buildings to promote development and diffusion of 
sustainable construction practices’. Their use has raised the profile of green buildings 
internationally, encouraged building owners and the construction industry to strive for higher 
levels of sustainability, and, with growing performance data, facilitated adoption of green 
building requirements into leading regulations and planning mechanisms. Experience from 
the application of such systems can inform policy decisions aimed at market transformation 
in buildings, including adoption of minimum efficiency standards, creation of labels and 
quality marks, and selection of stretch incentives for leading parties.  The authors argue that 
a coherent UK government strategy and action plan is urgently needed to address existing 
homes. 

Charlton and Arnell (2011), found three main approaches to climate change as a decision-
driver for water companies. In some cases climate change had no planning implications for 
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the company as it was considered to have a negligible impact. A few companies gave explicit 
consideration to climate change as they consider that water supply will be reduced in the 
future due to drier climates. Finally, the majority of companies consider climate change as 
one of many influences they need to take into consideration to ensure a robust supply of 
water in the future.   This is influenced by a mixture of government and OFWAT pressure and 
legislation and the extent to which companies believe that actions will improve/secure future 
supplies of water. However, management decisions are rarely found to be solely in response 
to climate change. 

Manasfi and Greenhalgh (2011) found that the inclusion of a performance indicator on 
adaptation helped local authorities incorporate adaptation into their core processes by 
making explicit the organisational requirements of adaptation.   They noted how easy it was 
to embed performance indicators into the two municipalities. For example the authors found 
that embedding risk assessments and adaptation into the relatively small and contained 
administrative systems of districts was easier at times than embedding them into an 
organisation as large and complex as a county council.  

Westerhoff et al, (2011) outlines that the extent of national adaptation measures and the 
ways in which they reflect existing structures of policy formation affect the extent of 
adaptation activities at the local level. 

6. How influences from the wider world impact upon capacity building 

Barriers to capacity building to support effective adaptation decisions may exist due to 
pressures and influences from the wider world in which an organisation operates.  Berkhout 
et al. (2006) [5*] characterize organisations as the primary socio-economic units within which 
processes of adaptation take place, even though their vulnerability and adaptive capacity will 
be profoundly influenced by the market and regulatory contexts within which they operate.   

Westerhoff et al., (2011) [5*] note that specific national adaptation measures affect local 
capacities to implement planned adaptations, but in some cases have been complemented 
or substituted by internal and external networks that connect local authorities to information 
and resources. The study demonstrates that opportunities to engage in planned adaptation 
at local levels may occur given adequate interest and resources; however, both national 
authorities and non-governmental organizations continue to play an important role in 
fostering local capacities.  At the national level the ability of national governments to develop 
adaptation measures emerged primarily as a function of three inter-relating elements that 
combine several determinants of adaptive capacity. Firstly, the political will and interest in 
adaptation of national governments, fostered by positive social support and awareness, has 
played a clear role in the extent of adaptation measures. For example, strong political 
interest in adaptation in the UK has been supported by a favourable political climate for 
planned adaptation and support from different ministries. Secondly, political interest in 
adaptation is supported through the establishment of strong national climate research 
institutions. The paper found that the UK’s Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP) was 
regarded by interviewees and in the literature as a world-class climate information centre that 
provides updated regional projections of impacts and vulnerability, working in tandem with 
regional climate bodies and other national institutions. Thirdly, horizontal networks that link 
institutions and different sections of the administration through processes of stakeholder 
engagement have also been important to adaptation at the national level. 

At the regional level in the UK, the development of approaches to adaptation in England is 
the responsibility of the Regional Climate Change Partnerships. These are multi-actor 
institutions supported by the UKCIP that conduct impact studies and provide guidance and 
support for the design of adaptation projects within local contexts. These regional 
partnerships were found to be key actors in the implementation of the Adapting to Climate 
Change Programme, and additionally provided assistance to local authorities to act and 
report on the climate change adaptation NI (this has since been dropped). At the local level 
the capacity to engage in planned adaptation was found to be mediated primarily by (1) their 
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structure and responsibilities; (2) the ability to participate in networks of information and 
resources; and (3) the availability of human and financial resources.   

Wilby and Vaughan (2011) [3*] emphasise that cooperation with other organisations and 
multi partner working is a critical aspect of adapting to climate change. 
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Appendix 4 - List (partial) of organisations that 
took part in the research 

1. ARUP 

2. AVON FIRE AND RESCUE 

3. BRISTOL ZOO 

4. BRITISH CERAMIC TILE FACTORY 

5. BUCCLEUCH ESTATES 

6. CANCERCARE NORTH LANCASHIRE & SOUTH LAKELAND 

7. CARETECH COMMUNITY SERVICES LTD 

8. CARLSON WAGONLIT TRAVEL  

9. CBRE LIMITED 

10. CEREDIGION COUNTY COUNCIL 

11. CLEARWAY DISPOSALS 

12. COUNTY DURHAM & DARLINGTON FIRE & RESCUE 

13. DENHOLME PRIMARY SCHOOL  

14. DONCASTER CULTURE AND LEISURE TRUST 

15. THE ENVIRONMENT AGENCY 

16. ESSENTIAL DRUG & ALCOHOL SERVICES  

17. FORESTY COMMISSION 

18. FSL FOOD SURVEYS LTD 

19. G4S TECHOLOGY LTD 

20. GOFAL BRO 

21. GREATER LONDON AUTHORITY 

22. HULL CITY COUNCIL 

23. KILMARNOCK PRISON 

24. NEWLIFE TRADING LTD 

25. NEWTON ABBEY BOROUGH COUNCIL 

26. NHS NORTH LINCOLNSHIRE 

27. NORHT WESSEX AONB 

28. NORTH LINCOLNSHIRE HOMES 

29. NORTHERN COLLEGE OF ACUPUNCTURE 

30. NUCLEAR DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY (NDA) 

31. NUNEATON AND BEDWORTH BOROUGH COUNCIL  

32. PEEK TRAFFIC LTD 

33. PEMBROKESHIRE HOUSING 

34. PHS GROUP PLC 

35. PILLARHOUSE INTERNATIONAL LTD 
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36. PROFIDATA SERVICES 

37. RAVEN HOUSING TRUST LTD 

38. RINGWAY JACOBS 

39. SIR JAMES SMITH’S COMMUNITY SCHOOL 

40. ST MICHAEL'S C OF E JUNIOR SCHOOL 

41. SOLIHULL METROPOLITAN BOROUGH COUNCIL 

42. SOUTHERN EDUCATION & LIBRARY BOARD  

43. SOUTH WEST WATER 

44. STEVENAGE BOROUGH COUNCIL 

45. SWALE BOROUGH COUNCIL 

46. VALAD ASSET MANAGEMENT (UK) LTD 

47. W.E AND C.A ANDERSON 

48. WATSON MARLOW LTD 

49. WD MEATS LTD 

50. WESSEX WATER 

51. WESTERN SUSSEX HOSPITAL 

Organisations not named here requested that their participation in this research project be 
kept anonymous.  
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