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1. Earth system governance and climate adaptation
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2. Theory on adaptation of institutions

� What are institutions?



2. Institutions
� Institutions are systems of rules, decision-making 

procedures, and programs that give rise to social 
practices, assign roles to the participants in these 
practices, and guide interactions among the 
occupants of the relevant roles. 

� The rules and roles are both formal and informal, 
visible and latent and conscious and 
unconscious. 

� On the one hand, institutions restrict the 
possibilities of people to act, while, on the other 
hand, they enable people to act.



2. Some examples of institutions



2. Adaptation of institutions

� Why adaptation of institutions?



2. Influence of climate change on institutions

� EU guidelines for Habitat and Bird species 
conservation < – > changing climate zones

� Rules for dike management < – > rising sea level

� Building regulations < – > urban heat



2. Institutionalization

� A social process by which individuals come to 
accept a shared definition of social reality, and 
which produces common understandings about 
what is appropriate behaviour

� The process of making a concept, a social role, 
values and norms, or modes of behaviour 
become embedded within a social system as an 
established custom or norm within that system 

� It is a core process in the creation and 
perpetuation of enduring social groups



2. Shared definition of social reality 

� Sensemaking: selection and interpretation of data
� Comparison of patterns to previous experiences

� Conclusions about causality, reality and truth
� Human actions are based on ‘reality’

reality ‘reality’



2. Psychological causes for erroneous beliefs 

� The world presents us with random, incomplete, 
ambiguous, inconsistent data

� Evolution has given us a talent for seeing patterns
� Misapplication leads to erroneous beliefs
� Example: A face on the surface of the moon
� Causes: Misinterpretation, bias, believing 

distorted stories

(Gilovich, 1991: How we know what isn’t so)



2. Social construction at society level

� Social ‘reality’ is a turbulent flow of continuous 
social activity

� Two basic kinds of activity:
� relatively stable centres of institutionalized order;
� zones of disorderly, unaccountable, chaotic activity

consensusdebate



2. Example of debate

Stop messing around, 

no swamp in our polder



2. Institutionalization - continued
� Three phases (or more):

� Habitualization: empirical development of behaviour to 
solve recurrent problems

� Objectivation: generalization of the idea and evidence 
of success in written form and active diffusion by 
champions

� Sedimentation: Complete dissemination and significant 
continuity in time; forgetting the debate and considering 
it to be a fact of life

� (De-institutionalization and transformation)

� Through the process of institutionalization, fields 
become highly structured



2. Transformation: paradigm change

� Discourse A
� Heretic phase: discourse A causes problems

� Plausible phase: experiments with discourse B
� Consensus phase: discourse B is accepted

� Discourse B



2. The discourse on climate change

� A. The climate  is a force of nature

� Heretic phase: the climate changes because of 
human use of fossil fuel;
� Is climate change a bad thing?
� Can we do anything against it; should we?

� Plausible phase: alternative technologies
� Sustainable energy, Kyoto protocol
� New opportunities: grapes in NL

� Consensus phase: Nobel prize for Al Gore?
� B. New discourse?



2. Government and governance

� Government: 
� Hierarchical, top down policy development 
� Relies on central authority of a nation state
� Direct agency, rule of law, and service provision 

� Governance:
� Horizontal relations with other governmental levels
� Networks of governmental, market, and NGO 

organizations, New Public Management
� Collective action and learning



2. Representative democracy
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2. Phase model of the policy cycle 

Policy preparation phase

Problem recognition phase Evaluation phase

Implementation phase

Decision phase

Climate scenarios
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2. Streams model

Participants
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2. Rounds model
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2. Is there really a change from government 
to governance?

� Hill and Lynn: hierarchical investigations 
predominate in the literature, because of:
� Researcher bias?
� Governance is an illusion?
� Horizontal relations are only an addition to vertical 

relations?
� Taxes to national level > state remains in charge?
� Representative democracy = top down approach?



2. Governance and climate change

� Why would this matter for climate change?



2. When does top down policy design fail?

� Central perceptions of reality differ from local 
perceptions > direct influence on behaviour is 
impossible > negotiation on ‘reality’ is necessary

� Stakeholders belong to ‘social-cognitive 
configurations’ (subcultures)
� Social dimension: who?
� Cognitive dimension: world view

� Dynamics in configurations caused by 
newcomers

� Fixations: social (lock out) or cognitive (taboos)



2. When does bottom up policy succeed?

� When actors perceive their interdependency

� When actors are able to define a common goal
� When interaction benefits seem larger than costs 

� When the process is properly managed
� When actors with veto power are involved

� When actors belong to a network already
� When the process fits within cultural rules



3. Dutch institutions: organizational structure
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3. Formal institutions in four domains

� Nature:
� EU Habitats and Birds directives
� Natura 2000 and National Ecological structure
� Land ownership by nature organizations

� Water:
� National legislation on safety, quantity and quality
� EU water framework directive
� Management by Water boards and Ministry of water 

management



3. Formal institutions in four domains

� Agriculture:
� WTO / world market
� EU protective agriculture policy
� Environmental legislation

� Spatial planning:
� Spatial planning law: guiding process with province and 

municipalities as main players
� Urban pressure < - > open space
� Nature < - > agriculture



4. Adaptive capacity of institutions

� Sedimentation > fixed character > resist change
� Definition of adaptive capacity of institutions:

� the degree to which institutions allow and encourage 
actors to change these institutions,

� in order to adjust to climate change, that is to moderate 
potential damages, to take advantages of 
opportunities, or to cope with the consequences. 

� This implies the ability to learn from new insights and 
experiences in order to flexibly and creatively 
"manage" the expected and the unexpected, while 
maintaining a degree of identity. 



4. Example: Room for the River

� Central government: goal river capacity + budget
� Technical inventory of possible measures and 

DSS to calculate river capacity
� Debate with regional and local governments and 

stakeholders on measures and additional goals
� Successful: why?

� Diffuse organization of the process: space for learning
� Addition of local goals
� Assistance of central experts
� Involvement of local politicians



4. Example: Room for the River



4. Example: Room for the River



5. Criteria for adaptive capacity of institutions

� What do you think are the criteria?



5. Criteria for adaptive capacity of institutions

1. Variety

2. Learning capacity
3. Autonomous ability to adjust to change

4. Fair governance
5. Leadership
6. Resources



5. Criteria 

1. Variety:
� Variety of problem frames & solutions; 

substantive openness.
� Multi-actor, multi-level & multi-sector stakeholder 

involvement during policy formulation process
� Institutions that do not suppress / that promote 

diversity



5. Criteria

2. Learning capacity:
� Trust and mutual respect, willingness to learn 

from each other
� Social learning across boundaries 
� Explicit consideration of doubts and uncertainties

� Organization of a continuous learning process



5. Criteria

3. Autonomous ability to adjust to change:

� Availability of updated information
� Capability to act according to plan during crisis

� Capability to improvise during crisis
� Ability to self-organize, and to act collectively
� Availability of solutions



5. Criteria

4. Leadership:

� Visionary, intellectual, directional leadership
� Entrepreneurial leadership

� Collaborative leadership
� Responsiveness
� Decisiveness



5. Criteria

5. Resources:
� Authority (mandate), involvement of actors with 

decision power
� Human resources
� Economic resources



5. Criteria

6. Fair governance:
� Legitimacy and justice
� Responsiveness and transparency in decision 

making processes
� Equitable and inclusive governance

� Accountability



6. Discussion

� What is your opinion on our framework?
� Any other questions or comments?



7. Follow up plans 

� Programme Climate Changes Spatial Planning
� Project IC12: Define a framework to assess 

climate proofness of institutions

� Literature and brainstorm – six criteria for 
adaptive capacity

� Apply to Dutch institutional framework
� Finalize assessment framework



The End
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