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As climate change accelerates, adaptation efforts are struggling to keep pace. Adaptation is still considered
too incremental, too reactive, and insufficient in scale-both globally (IPCC, 2022) and in France (HCC, 2024).
While national planning efforts are advancing, adaptation is too often framed in purely technical terms, as if
it were simply a matter of assessing future climate risks and factoring them into plans. Yet adaptation must
first and foremost involve choices: determining what we wish to protect as a priority—our current models,
quality of public services, the safety of infrastructure, communities and economic activities, even at the cost
of relocation or of accepting a certain level of risk-and what transformations are acceptable. In France, the
third National Climate Change Adaptation Plan (PNACC-3), published in early 2025, delegates some of these
choices to territorial COPs, which are responsible for debating and defining adaptation objectives and strat-
egies in each territory. Yet organizing the decision-making process through which public authorities resolve
these choices and implement the necessary reforms is complicated by the cross-cutting, multi-level nature
of adaptation-a complexity that demands effective coordination between levels of governance and across
different sectors (IDDRI, 2025).

Adaptation should therefore be understood as the outcome of choices that need to be made explicit, and
thus as a matter for societal debate, grounded in knowledge and scientific understanding of current and
future risks. Its governance must likewise be made explicit-that is, the way public decision-making is orga-
nized to make these choices and implement the resulting changes. In this spirit, and drawing on a review of
the existing literature, this Issue Brief proposes an analytical framework that categorizes the key dimensions
and questions, to make the governance of adaptation explicit.
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Planning for adaptation requires embedding
measures within coherent pathways. Such path-
ways are shaped by choices about the future-of a
territory or sector, for instance-and by the trans-
formations we are prepared to accept in pursuit
of various objectives (such as risk reduction and
avoidance of maladaptation, social, spatial and
temporal justice, and the legitimacy and accepta-
bility of adaptation pathways and choices).

This /ssue Brief proposes an analytical framework
for systematically examining how public deci-
sion-making is organized, and its effects, across
three dimensions: (1) the framing of adaptation

issues through the definition of the challenge,
relevant knowledge, the scope of governance and
objectives; (2) the actors involved in adaptation
governance; and (3) the tools and instruments
deployed.

Applying this framework to real-world cases could
shed light on the trade-offs made in practice and
their effects, and help identify the success fac-
tors, levers, and barriers within the governance
arrangements that shape adaptation strategies.



1. PUBLIC POLICY OBJECTIVES FOR
THE ADAPTATION CHALLENGE

In the face of rising climate risks-with consequences for
spatial planning, health, and agriculture, for example—public
policy on adaptation remains largely ineffective. This is due in
part to the need to meet multiple objectives that are not always
easy to reconcile.

— Climate risk reduction involves the interaction between
climate hazards, exposure to those hazards, and vulnerabi-
lities. Efforts to reduce exposure and tackle the root causes
of vulnerability can be assessed over different time horizons;
avoiding maladaptation is itself a key objective. However,
clear metrics are hard to establish. Effectiveness depends on
how efforts interact with evolving risks (Adger et al., 2005),
leaving two key uncertainties: the level of risk itself, and
whether adaptation benefits will last.

— Transformation is typically characterized by the speed,
depth, and scale of change (Termeer et al., 2024). Incre-
mental approaches focus on maintaining and adjusting
existing systems. Transformational adaptation, by contrast,
recognizes their limits and seeks to change the fundamental
attributes of these systems (Simonet, 2020) in anticipation
of future climate risks. This includes transforming social
structures, power relations, norms, and institutions.

— Equity and justice, social, spatial, and temporal. The
IPCC (2022) identifies three dimensions. Distributive
justice concerns how risks, costs, and benefits are shared-
something that different framings may obscure or highlight.
Procedural justice addresses inclusion in decision-making:
the conditions for participation and the capacity of diffe-
rent groups to access processes and voice their priorities.
Restorative justice involves recognizing, compensating, and
redressing the impacts of adaptation actions.

— Legitimacy and ownership of governance processes and
stakeholder buy-in of adaptation choices may prove essential for
ensuring that measures are effective. Rey-Valette et al. (2019), in
a study of coastal areas in France, highlight factors such as infor-
mation, public perceptions, trust in institutions, and the sense of
fairness surrounding adaptation choices.

— The iterative dimension of adaptation, to ensure that
adaptation strategies remain flexible in the face of climate
risk uncertainty. It also enables social learning (Munaretto
et al., 2014) and the inclusion of diverse perspectives and
forms of knowledge.

2. THE IMPORTANCE OF AN
ADEQUATE GOVERNANCE
FRAMEWORK

In practice, these objectives require trade-offs. To achieve
them, public action cannot rely solely on technical measures to
manage climate hazards and exposure. It must also address the

public governance underpinning adaptation decisions. Climate
risks demand that adaptation measures tackle not only exposure
to hazards but also the root causes of vulnerabilities—anticipating
how these will evolve as future risks unfold. These root causes lie
partly in socio-economic systems, spatial planning, and social
organization. There are limits, however, to viewing adaptation
as a search for “solutions” to specific hazards in specific territo-
ries. Such an approach obscures the range of possible responses
to climate change and its associated risks—and the need to
debate them openly. Coastal flooding illustrates this point
well. Adaptation options range from short-term strategies—
reinforcing protective infrastructure, improving early warning,
and strengthening evacuation and crisis management-to more
systemic changes. These might include making more room for
water and ecosystems, or even withdrawing certain activities
from at-risk areas. Even with full knowledge of the risks, each
response reflects a different attitude to risk and change.

Adaptation must therefore be understood as the outcome
of choices that need to be made explicit. This means bringing
them into public debate. It also means clarifying how public
governance operates: how public authorities at different levels
structure and organize decision-making, involve stakeholders,
and adopt reforms (OECD, 2021).

3. GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES FOR
ADAPTATION

Current governance frameworks are inadequate for
addressing adaptation and meeting the objectives outlined
above. This can be traced to several challenges facing public
action in this area.

— A cross-cutting, systemic challenge. Adaptation is
intertwined with a wide range of sectors, issues, and policy
areas-some more closely tied to the environment than
others. These include water management, agricultural
policy, risk reduction, and housing (Munaretto et al., 2014).
Effective governance must navigate trade-offs between
sectors while anticipating and managing the risk that mala-
daptation in one area spills over into another (Tanguy, 2025).

— The scale of governance. Adaptation has long been framed
as a local issue. Yet determining the appropriate level of
governance is complicated by the systemic interconnected
nature of vulnerabilities (Reghezza-Zitt, 2016) and by trans-
boundary and cascading risks (Anisimov et al., 2023). Different
levels of governance may be more or less suited to managing
adaptation responses, depending on the issue, sector, and risk
in question. Interconnections between territories and levels of
governance (Glover & Granberg, 2020) must therefore be taken
into account to ensure a clear distribution of responsibilities and
coherent governance at each level.

— Uncertainty. The uncertainty over future climate risks
makes time horizons a major challenge for adaptation
governance. Long-term thinking is essential to shift from
reactive to anticipatory approaches. Yet uncertainty over



risks also means uncertainty over whether the measures
implemented will actually reduce climate risk over time.
Some approaches address this by promoting flexibility and
reversibility—choices that can be adjusted as risk scenarios
evolve. The adaptation pathways approach, for instance,
sequences actions over time along multiple possible trajec-
tories, identifying decision points where choices between
pathways must be made (Haasnoot et al., 2013).

— A multi-actor challenge. The interconnection of gover-
nance levels and sectors draws a wide range of actors
into adaptation decision-making. These actors often have
different practices, perspectives, preferences, and forms of
knowledge-and sometimes conflicting interests. Conflicts
may arise, for example, over land use in areas affected by
climate risks. They may also emerge over resources whose
quality or quantity is declining-with competition between
uses intensifying as a result. This raises a governance ques-
tion: to what extent do existing frameworks incorporate
diverse perspectives, interests, and preferences into both the
adaptation process and the resulting choices? (Munaretto et
al., 2014).

F

TOWARDS AN ANALYTICAL
FRAMEWORK FOR ADAPTATION
DECISION-MAKING

This Issue Brief proposes an analytical framework with questions
designed to examine how decision-making is organized to achieve
public policy objectives on climate change adaptation. It draws on
general governance literature-notably OECD (2021), which sets
out a framework for sound public governance built around three
elements: public governance, enablers that support the planning and
implementation of reforms, and instruments and tools. The frame-
work adapts these questions to the specific challenges of adaptation,
organized around three dimensions. The key questions are summa-
rized inTable 1.

4.1. Framing and scope: how does public
policy address adaptation?

This dimension examines the approaches and values embedded
in how the adaptation challenge is defined, and how choices
are made and justified or objectives set. Framing can prove
crucial in projects to relocate activities away from climate-af-
fected coastal areas. How the problem and solution space are
presented can shape both acceptability and desirability—particu-
larly given that cultural attachment to land and social ties form
an important part of the issue, extending well beyond a simple
cost-benefit calculation of climate risk. This dimension also
examines the geographic and temporal scope for defining and
addressing the problem. Available policy levers and instruments
differ according to the level of governance-local, regional,
national, or functional territory (such as a watershed or trans-
port catchment)-and how these levels connect. A given scope
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may be more or less appropriate depending on the sector or
issue at hand (Tanguy, 2025). Ski resort adaptation, for example,
may seem a local matter, but it also needs to be considered at
sub-regional or labour market level to enable the transforma-
tions involved-such as new forms of economic activity and year-
round tourism, which depend as much on training provision as
on year-round accessibility.

4.2. Actors: who is involved, beyond
public authorities?

Depending on the adaptation issue, different actors may be
involved beyond national or territorial public authorities. These
include private sector actors, industry stakeholders, and those
from social and scientific spheres (Forino et al., 2015), as well
as different social groups—including vulnerable groups-that
public decision-makers may choose to include in governance
processes. These actors and their interests vary by sector and
issue. In some cases, climate change intensifies resource or
use conflicts between competing interests. Water manage-
ment under scarcity is a case in point: dwindling resources can
heighten pre-existing tensions between industrial, domestic,
agricultural, and tourism uses, alongside ecosystem protection.
Public authorities can involve these actors to varying degrees
in shaping adaptation responses. The Catalan government, for
example, established a consultation mechanism on drought
that included an inter-ministerial drought commission, a water
roundtable and a climate roundtable with civil society, academic
and business representatives, a citizens' assembly, and a parlia-
mentary climate action committee responsible for monitoring
ministerial action (Allot & Erpelding-Parier, 2024).

4.3. Tools: what public policy tools are
deployed?

Different policy tools can be deployed at different stages—from
design through implementation to evaluation. They involve
stakeholders beyond public authorities to varying degrees, reflect
different framings and approaches to adaptation, and serve
different objectives. These tools form part of contrasting change
strategies. Termeer et al. (2024) identify three: large-scale plans
(such as spatial planning projects to address flooding), changing
the rules of the game (through incentives or regulations, such
as coastal construction legislation), and initiatives driving deep
change at small scale (such as transitioning a territory to agroe-
cology). Each strategy, they argue primarily addresses two of the
three dimensions of transformational adaptation: speed, scale, and
depth of change.

This analytical framework for adaptation governance prompts
a series of questions summarized in Table 1.



CONCLUSION

This analytical framework for adaptation governance encour-
ages public actors responsible for adaptation to consider not only
the “what" but also the “how"-that is, how adaptation choices
are made and implemented. Such reflection points to the need
to strengthen governance frameworks in support of public deci-
sion-making on adaptation. This means structuring decisions
around trade-offs that need to be made explicit, potential conflicts
of interest, and competing visions of the future-rather than
focusing on technical implementation alone. Doing so can help
avoid solutions that prove inapplicable or ineffective in practice.

Given the need to build an evidence base, this framework
can underpin case study analysis of adaptation governance. The
aim would be to document the levers for transformational, just,
and iterative adaptation that lie within governance frameworks.
This should shed light on how the framing of adaptation issues,
the involvement of different actors in shaping adaptation policy,
and the tools deployed give rise to contrasting adaptation strat-
egies—each reflecting a different vision of adaptation.

TABLE 1. Analytical framework for adaptation

governance

DIMENSIONS

QUESTIONS

FRAMING

Defining the issue,
knowledge and
information

How is the adaptation issue framed and defined?
Are adaptation choices explicitly made and
justified?

What types of expertise and knowledge are
prioritized?

What information is used to assess risks and
vulnerabilities? To make decisions? To monitor
and evaluate?

Scope (temporal and
geographic)

At what geographic scale does decision-making
on adaptation take place?

Does this scale match the scope of the hazard,
impacts, or vulnerabilities for the identified risk?

Over what time horizon does adaptation
governance operate?

Over what time horizon are climate risks and
the costs and benefits of adaptation choices
(including maladaptation) considered?

Adaptation objectives

Are there adaptation objectives, and if so, what
are they?

How were they established?

What vision of adaptation do they reflect?

ACTORS AND DYNAMICS

Scope of actors
involved

What types of actors are involved in the
adaptation process (deliberation and decision-
making, planning, implementation, monitoring,
evaluation)?

How are roles distributed among actors at each
stage of the process?

Does the range of actors included match those
affected by the risk? By the adaptation response
(including the risk of maladaptation)?

Dynamics and
coordination

How well coordinated are different types of
actors?

What governance arrangements and power
dynamics—formal and informal-shape the
decision-making process around adaptation
pathways?

What level of consensus or conflict exists among
actors, whether explicit or not?

Capacities How are the differing capacities of actors
recognized and addressed in the adaptation
process and pathway?

TOOLS AND PROCESSES

Decision-making tools

What tools and organizational structures support
decision-making around adaptation pathways?

What level of participation do they involve?

Implementation and
evaluation tools

What tools are used to implement and evaluate
adaptation pathways?

How do they reproduce or alter pre-existing
dynamics (power relations, capacities,
endowments)?

Solidarity and
compensation
mechanisms for
climate risks

Are there mechanisms to recognize and
compensate for the differentiated impacts

of climate risks and adaptation responses on
different social groups, sectors, and territories?

If so, what mechanisms are in place and what
form does compensation take?

What forms of solidarity do they represent?
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