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The earliest climate change adaptation plans emerged about ten years ago and are an increasingly 

important component of the international policy agenda. Because these plans by nature involve long-

term objectives, some of the main questions raised in current adaptation tracking research studies are 

whether and how they will be implemented and what is required for these plans to successfully 

achieve their objectives? There is no consensus on how to define “successful adaptation” and there 

are multiple, sometimes competing, interpretations of success. In this working paper, we define three 

areas where climate change adaptation plans should focus on to successfully achieve their goals: 

policy and economy, science and learning and legitimacy. We develop a checklist that identifies 

required aspects for successful adaptation and sustainability in the long-term based on these three 

areas and related indicators. We suggest that plans follow this checklist as a guideline for plan 

development and institutional capacity building in the long term. We eventually discuss the adequacy 

of these metrics for assessing the credibility of developed climate adaptation policies. 
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1. Introduction 

Planning for adaptation to climate change has emerged as a central component of climate policy over 

the last decade. Climate adaptation planning addresses current and future vulnerabilities by acting on 

reducing risk and strengthening adaptive capacities and resilience. The Paris Agreement set an 

ambitious pathway for adapting to climate change that goes beyond national boundaries and urges 

nations, regions and cities, as well as other public and private stakeholders, to act (Lesnikowski et al., 

2016b). 

How can the opportunity to adapt be raised if we ignore whether actual adaptation efforts are 

indeed effective in reducing vulnerability and building resilience? This question calls for new 

methods and tools to track the actual progress on adaptation made on the ground (Ford et al., 2015; 

Chen et al., 2016; Magnan, 2016; Magnan and Ribera, 2016). To respond to this, new research on 

Adaptation Tracking (AT) has emerged in the last few years (Ford et al., 2015). AT seeks to 

characterise, monitor and compare general trends in climate change adaptation over time and across 

nations, regions, cities or private initiatives (Araos et al., 2015, 2016; Ford and Berrang-Ford, 2015). 

Only with this information, efforts can be well targeted and suited to the needs and be compared, 

funds can be effectively allocated, best-practices can be transferred and ultimately, adaptation science 

and practice can advance. However, conceptual and empirical studies to date have shown that AT 

faces some important deficiencies compared to mitigation, such as the lack of consistent definitions 

and practices, agreed metrics, comparable baselines, standardised approaches to data collection and 

robust guidance (Carmin et al., 2012; Dupuis and Biesbroek, 2013; Reckien et al., 2014b; Ford et al., 

2015; Araos et al., 2016; Heidrich et al., 2016; Magnan, 2016).  

In current adaptation tracking practice, the existence of climate change adaptation policies has 

been used as an indicator of progress. Relevant studies have documented, examined and compared 

adaptation policies at the national level (Berrang-Ford et al., 2014; Austin et al., 2016; Lesnikowski et 

al., 2016a) and lower government-level policies (Heidrich et al., 2013; Reckien et al., 2014b; Araos et 

al., 2016; Woodruff and Stults, 2016). Due to the early stage of adaptation planning and because these 

plans by nature involve long-term objectives and high uncertainty, some of the main questions raised 

in current adaptation tracking research are whether and how they will be implemented and what is 

required for these plans to successfully achieve their objectives. In mitigation, it is quite 

straightforward to estimate the relationship between the implementation of different policies and 

greenhouse gas emission reductions. However, establishing valid methods for measuring the 

outcomes of adaptation policies in a similar way (see e.g. Millard-Ball, 2012) is elusive (Dupuis and 

Biesbroek, 2013) as many of the impacts of climate change will occur in the very long term and 

therefore are not easy to measure or estimate. Consequently, a focus on measuring processual aspects 

of climate policy has emerged (Dupuis and Biesbroek, 2013).  

In this regard, the identification of relevance aspects of plans and policies that provide higher 

effectiveness to reduce vulnerability and build resilience is critical to design better policies and to 

build more reliable adaptation tracking systems. In this paper, we develop a checklist that identifies 

required aspects for long-term successful and effective adaptation. Next section discusses relevant 

factors for successful adaptation according to current literature. Section 3 proposes a checklist for the 

development of adaptation plans according to the literature revised. Finally, Section 4 presents the 

discussion and future steps. 
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2. Relevant factors for successful adaptation 

The definition of “successful adaptation” is an issue at stake. There is no consensus on how to define 

it and there are multiple, sometimes competing, interpretations of success (Sherman et al., 2016). Both 

in research and in practice, successful adaptation is interpreted differently (Ford et al., 2013), 

reflecting the messiness of the adaptation concept itself (Ford et al., 2015). If adaptation action can be 

interpreted in different ways, the definition of success is equally divergent and ambiguous.  

‘Adaptation’ is defined in IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) as “the process of 

adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In human systems, adaptation seeks to 

moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportunities. In some natural systems, human 

intervention may facilitate adjustment to expected climate and its effects” (IPCC, 2014, p. 1758). 

Tomkins et al. (2010, p. 628) state that ‘anticipatory adaptation planning’ is the process that ensures 

“that the vulnerable are prepared, risk information is distributed, risk management plans developed 

and public goods are managed to account for climatic changes”. This means guaranteeing the 

preparedness to face climate change. ‘Adaptation management’ is defined by the IPCC (2014, p. 

1758) as the “process of iteratively planning, implementing, and modifying strategies for managing 

resources in the face of uncertainty and change” and “involves adjusting approaches in response to 

observations of their effect and changes in the system”. These approaches require acknowledging the 

existence of tipping points after which an adaptation action no longer meets the specified objectives 

and an alternative adaptation pathway needs to be taken (Haasnoot et al., 2013). If success is 

measured based on the output, a successful adaptation action should be evaluated against the objective 

and in the context it was designed for (e.g. Lesnikowski et al., 2016a) and under multiple criteria of 

effectiveness, efficiency, equity and distributional impacts. Adger et al. (2005, p. 83) define 

‘successful adaptation’ as the one that “balances effectiveness, efficiency and equity through decision-

making structures that promote learning and are perceived to be legitimate” and argue that most 

adaptation actions diverge from this ideal definition. Preston et al. (2011) doubt the adequacy of an 

outcome-based evaluation of adaptation success as it would depend on values of evaluators, and they 

put in turn the emphasis on the robustness of the adaptation planning process. 

So far, diverse approaches have been proposed in the literature to assess the abilities that a 

system may have (or have not) to plan for adaptation or the factors that may prevent adaptation action. 

The assessment of adaptive capacity, for example, provides information on which factors contribute to 

build capacity to face future climatic impacts. This information is key to assess whether the system 

has sufficient resources to adapt in terms of institutional structure, knowledge on management 

systems, infrastructure and technology, past experience, etc. Other approaches focus on the 

assessment of barriers to adaptation, are critical to identify potential deviations in the adaptation 

process, have been theoretically discussed (Adger et al., 2009; Moser and Ekstrom, 2010; Biesbroek 

et al., 2013; Ford and King, 2015; Huitema et al., 2016), and empirically examined (see e.g. Measham 

et al., 2011; Bierbaum et al., 2012; Reckien et al., 2015; Nordgren et al., 2016). Barriers to adaptation 

identified in the literature include: lack of knowledge, uncertainty about the impacts, long term 

periods over which impacts may occur, lack of leadership, lack of financial resources, institutional 

constraints (e.g. rigidity, lack of competencies), poor stakeholder engagement and participation, 

inadequate decision-making culture (not iterative or flexible), lack of public support, divergent risk 

perceptions and cultural subjective attachments. The assessment of adaptive capacities and assessment 

of barriers to adaptation both focus on the examination of factors that enable or prevent current or 

future adaptive processes; however, they do not provide information on how such processes should be 

built. Alternatively, the concept of adaptation readiness focuses on examining the adaptation process 

by considering what is actually being done to prepare for adaptation (Ford and King, 2015; Tilleard 
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and Ford, 2016). Determining whether a policy is intentional and substantial (Dupuis and Biesbroek, 

2013) is also important. This involves assessing whether climate change impacts originated the need 

for policy development and assessing the level of contribution of such policy to problem resolution.  

Finally, assessment frameworks based on plan quality standards are also important. In this 

regard, there have been a number of recent studies that have assessed the quality of climate change 

mitigation and adaptation plans at the local level (Baynham and Stevens, 2014; Woodruff and Stults, 

2016). Plan quality assessments are generally performed in order to identify aspects of the plans that 

are assumed to be important to achieve the objectives pursued as well as the aspects that should be 

improved (Stevens, 2013). Woodruff and Stults (2016), for example, analyse 44 local adaptation plans 

in the United States using standard plan quality principles to assess the quality across plans and to 

identify community attributes (namely capacity, commitment, policy diffusion, and internal 

operations) associated with high-quality plans. They also analyse how these principles follow the 

adaptation planning stages proposed by Preston et al. (2011). Baynham and Stevens (2014) argue 

however, that the hypothesis that plan quality standards correlates with a reduction of GHG and a 

better preparedness for climate change impacts has not been evidenced so far and proves to be more 

complex for adaptation than for mitigation. 

3. A checklist for the development of climate change adaptation plans: 

a review 

We here present a general checklist that could be used as a guideline for the development of 

adaptation plans. The objective of this checklist would be to reduce political and economic 

incoherencies, increase effectiveness and learning rates and increase legitimacy of climate change 

adaptation plans. We define three areas to be assessed: policy and economy, science and learning and 

legitimacy. These three areas are divided in seven components: ‘Resources’ refer to the economic 

support and budget assignment defined for the implementation of the plan. ‘Reliability’ refers to 

current assignment of human resources for plan definition, approval and implementation. 

‘Institutional, public and private support’ refers to the passive or active engagement of diverse public 

and private actors in the development of the plan. The area ‘Science and learning’ is further divided 

into 3 components: ‘Usable knowledge’ refers to the production and use of contextualised evidence 

according to local needs. ‘Monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER)’ refers to the existence of 

systems that assess progress and outcomes according to a set of goals. ‘Adaptive Management’ refers 

to the process of learning through readjustment processes that allows revision, redefinition or change 

to alternative pathways. These components represent aspects that have been used to asses adaptation 

readiness (Ford and King, 2015) and adaptation plan quality (Woodruff and Stults, 2016). Eventually, 

‘Legitimacy’ has been identified as an important pillar of (perceived) successful adaptation (Adger et 

al., 2005). This component refers to the consideration for equity and justice in policy and scientific 

processes. It includes factors related to the engagement of stakeholders and civil society in the 

development of the plan and the transparency of processes and information. The following table 

extends the reasoning behind the selection of each relevant factor and area in the checklist. 
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4. Conclusion and further steps 

Most of the current adaptation tracking research to-date is based on the analyses of the policy content 

and policy process related to current adaptation initiatives, rather than on policy outputs. A general 

lack of policy implementation and of quality assurance frameworks built on best-practices evidence 

leads to a potential lack of reliability of the results, if one uses them to track the progress of 

adaptation. In this paper, we develop a checklist that can be used as a base for climate adaptation plan 

development and long term institutional capacity building. The checklist has been developed based on 

an intensive review of current literature that examines the progress towards successful adaptation. We 

recognise the ambiguity and blurriness of the term ‘successful’ when it comes to adaptation (Ford et 

al., 2015) as other factors apart from policy processes affect the success of global climate change 

adaptation across scales and time. However, the proposed checklist identifies some of the main factors 

determining effectiveness in reducing vulnerability and building resilience in the long run, as this 

checklist relies on factors describing resources, reliability, institutional, public and private support, 

usable knowledge, monitoring, evaluation and reporting (MER), adaptive management and 

transparency, equity and justice. This assessment, that we suggest to implement during and after the 

adaptation planning process, may enable understanding the strengths and weaknesses of adaptation 

plans, and its implementation might be very helpful in adaptation tracking studies. Future steps would 

include testing this checklist in a set of cities or regions. 

We finally suggest the adequacy of this checklist as a base for the development of an 

adaptation policy credibility index to be applied to policies and plans being implemented as a proxy 

for successful adaptation. With exceptions (e.g. Averchenkova and Bassi, 2016), empirical studies 

dealing with credibility in the context of climate policy are scarce, especially with regards to 

adaptation (Dupuis and Biesbroek, 2013). A credibility index could turn into an extremely helpful 

indicator for decision-making so that efforts can be well targeted, funds can be effectively allocated, 

best-practices can be transferred and ultimately, adaptation science and practice (especially adaptation 

tracking research efforts) can advance. Our current work goes in this direction. 
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