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• Maladaptation had received considerable attention in academic and policy
spheres in recent years
• Suffers from lack of consensus
• Aim to provide a practical way of framing maladaptation
• Propose five areas of conceptual clarity and methodological complexity
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1. Strategies that do not have a primary focus on
climate change should constitute maladaptation
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2. Deliberate non-action should, if contributing to increased
climate risks and negative outcomes for people and
communities, be considered maladaptation
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3. Discounting the future: maladaptation can occur
long after a project cycle is completed.
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4. Shifting baselines and counterfactuals: Under climate change, climate risks
and vulnerabilities to particular climate variables are likely to shift
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5. Distributional aspects of adaptation
need to be recognised
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These 5 principles lay the groundwork for a conceptual
framework for maladaptation

Framework can be used qualitatively or quantitatively

Four distinct types of adaptation outcomes: optimal
adaptation; sub-optimal adaptation; failed adaptation;
maladaptation
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Working towards a framework for evaluating maladaptation

Dimensions of maladaptation:
•
•
•
•

Climate risk;
Risk of diminished wellbeing (beyond welfare);
Time;
Distribution
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CATEGORY

SUBCATEGORY

How Strategies May
Contribute To
Maladaptation

CLIMATE RISK

WELLBEING
WELLBEING

Collective climate
risk over time

Distribution
Collectiveofclimate
climate
risk
riskover
overtime
time

Collective well-being
over time

An adaptation
strategy is
maladaptive when it
impacts negatively
on collective climate
risk across a system
(relative to other
available strategies)
now and/or in the
future

An adaptation
strategy is
maladaptive when it
exacerbates
inequitable
distribution of climate
risk across a system
(relative to other
strategies) now
and/or in the future

An adaptation
strategy is
maladaptive when it
impacts negatively
on collective
wellbeing across a
system (relative to
other strategies)
now and/or in the
future

Distribution
Distributionof
of wellwellbeing
being over
over time
time
An adaptation
strategy is
maladaptive when it
exacerbates
inequitable
distribution of
wellbeing across a
system (relative to
other strategies) now
and/or in the future
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IMPACT ON REDUCING CLIMATE RISK

ADAPTATION OUTCOMES

Collective climate risk over
time

Distribution of climate risk over
time

IMPACT ON WELLBEING

Collective well-being over time

Distribution of well-being over
time

Optimal adaptation

Significant positive effect across both sub-categories of climate risk

No negative effect on wellbeing

Suboptimal
adaptation

Limited positive effect on at least one sub-category of climate risk

No negative effect on wellbeing

Failed adaptation

No effect on any sub-category of climate risk

No negative effect on wellbeing

Maladaptation

Negative effect on at least one sub-category of climate risk or wellbeing
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Issues to consider:
– Are each of the dimensions equally weighted?
– Many judgements are subjective (different
people will prioritise different aspects)

Challenge: Important to be able recognise symptoms
early on
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IMPACT ON

Planning and
management

Political
economy and
institutions

Enabling
environment

SYMPTOM

CLIMATE RISK IMPACT ON WELLBEING

Increase in
Increase in
unequal
unequal
Increased
Diminished
collective climate distribution of collective well- distribution of
risk over time climate risk over being over time well-being over
time
time

Lack of (or mistimed) innovation

x

Risk averse/prone

x

Failure to take advantage of windows of opportunity

x

Overly incentivising adaptation when it is not needed

x

Power and elite capture

x

Unwilling to invest or prioritise adaptation strategies ahead of other development
alternatives

x

Cultural and social barriers

x

x

Strategies exacerbate existing structures of inequality

x

x

Not recognising interactions with wider drivers of development

x

Path dependency

x

Strategies that contribute to greenhouse gas emissions

x

Promoting incremental adaptation when transformation is needed

x

x

x
x

x

x
x
x

x

x
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Routes forward:
• Communicate to decision makers in an accessible manner

• Embed into relevant toolkits

• Aim to provide greater clarity and identification of actions that may
lead to maladaptation
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Source paper: Jones, Lindsey, Elizabeth Carabine, and Lisa Schipper. 2015. "(Re)
Conceptualising Maladaptation: Towards an Evaluative Framework." Pathways to
Resilience in Semi-Arid Economies (PRISE). London: UK
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