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A policy cycle for adaptation

Developed in a project for Defra in 2005

• To develop a methodology and a set of “strawman” objectives, 
targets and indicators to inform the development of adaptation 
policy

In context of Defra’s stated aim:

• “The UK successfully adapting to unavoidable climate change”

Natural sequence: define policy issue, then progress 
through policy, objectives, targets, indicators



 1a. Define 
policy aim 

1b. Propose generic 
adaptation objectives 

2. Determine 
priority sectors 
for action 

3. Characterise 
priority risks and 
opportunities 

4. Propose adaptation 
objectives 

5a. Define 
targets 

5b. Select 
indicators 

9. Link up policy 
framework  

10. Review 
and Revise 

7. Appraise 
options 

8. Identify cross 
sectoral overlap & 
possible conflicts 

6. Identify 
adaptation 
options 

SECTORAL POLICY 
DEVELOPMENT 

ADAPTATION  
POLICY VISION 

Policy-setting cycle for adaptation



Developing the policy cycle

Challenges
• making effective use of the diverse evidence base for adaptation
• achieving a co-ordinated but sectorally appropriate approach

• interconnectedness of decision-making process

• progressing decision-making with uncertainty / lack of information
• effective and efficient engagement with stakeholders

• finding indicators and targets which measure adaptation

Solutions
• based on a combination of ideas and frameworks
• evidence-based (review of impacts) and risk-based approach

• central co-ordination of policy vision with sectoral policy development

• iterative and participatory process
• process-based and outcome-based targets / indicators needed



Issues arising

Significance of a definition of successful adaptation

Necessity of “mainstreaming” adaptation

Challenge of reconciling adaptive management with 
traditional government leadership styles

Relevance of economic appraisal (cost-benefit analysis) at 
an appropriate point

Importance of developing targets and indicators together



A vision for successful adaptation

Should the approach be?
• Climate-proofing
• Living with risk
• Cost-effective and proportionate adaptation
• Something else?

Attitude to adaptation will determine the kind of policy 
objectives and indicators that are appropriate

In many cases, a combination of approaches will be 
preferred

• flexible wording of objectives
• several phases of policy development



What is successful adaptation?

Dependent upon:

• Acceptable Level of Risk?

• Cost?

• Flexibility?

• Capacity or Action?

• Timeframe?

• Can it mean different things for different sectors?

Viewed from an economic perspective, the costs of adaptation responses should not be 
greater than the costs of the climate change impacts (that would occur in the absence of 
adaptation). Costs in both cases should be defined as societal costs including for 
example the costs associated with non-market sectors.



Indicators to measure adaptation

Two functions: monitoring performance / raising awareness
• Inevitably sector-specific at some level (to have real practical value)

Challenges of adaptation 
• timescales, multi-sector, diversity of actions, risks and opportunities, scale

Ideally draw from full chain of climatic risk, exposures and responses

Process-based indicators initially, outcome-based indicators later?

May be quantitative or categorical
• Quantitative thresholds (e.g. mortality rate in heatwave)
• Categorical checklists (e.g. set up early-warning system, emergency plans)

Indicator decision-making
• Consider baseline, data collection, monitoring, etc
• Avoid indicator overload (use existing sets where possible)



Process vs. Outcome

Outcome-based approach:
• Define an explicit outcome or end point of 

adaptation (e.g. increased drainage capacity)
• A “downstream” approach – focus on residual 

effects of risks as experienced

Process-based approach:
• Define key stages in a process that would lead 

to the best choice of end point
• An “upstream” approach – provides capacity to 

manage process towards predicted outcome



Possible strategy for indicators

Within each sector, a “basket” of indicators from existing monitoring 
schemes

• e.g., existing indicators for security of energy supply

An additional indicator in each sector designed to show stronger link to 
adaptation

• e.g., “length of electricity transmission infrastructure resilient to future 1 in 
10 storms”

Include categorical checklists

Commentary on progress for each objective

Schedule adaptation actions appropriate to timing of climate 
opportunities and risks (target-setting)



Defra current work

Local Government adaptation indicator
• In development. Difficulty of SMART!
• A process-based indicator including some measure of performance
• Based on a 5-step climate risk assessment process (covering 

development and implementation of adaptation measures) 
• Benchmark application of each step against guidance criteria (to

indicate progress and performance)

Adaptation Policy Framework
• Climate Change Bill reporting and monitoring requirement
• Identifying priority areas for action by central Government
• Publishing end of this year



Environment Agency internal measure

Indicator/target linked to Organisational Adaptation Strategy included in 
corporate scorecard

Process-based
• defining scale of impact (produce Technical Briefing Paper)
• agreed adaptation action plan based on TBP
• action plan incorporated into business plan
• delivered business plan

Semi-quantitative (some scope for outcome measurement)

Across sectors (7 priority functions)

Suitable as approach for Climate Change Bill requirement?

Project on adaptation indicators underway



Regional level adaptation planning

Working with existing frameworks and indicators
• Many existing indicators in the IRS could be affected by adaptation
• Difficult to distinguish effects of adaptation from other contributory factors 

on these statistics 
• Reporting time frame for existing framework may be too short to identify the 

effect of progress in adaptation

Introducing new measures for adaptation
• New process-based indicators can be 

- specific (those that relate to a particular adaptation objective)
- generic (those that relate to all objectives/ sectors)

• Can link to wide range of adaptations including awareness-raising, 
partnership working, and technical measures

• Avoiding indicator overload – need to prioritise adaptation objectives



Conclusions

Real progress in evaluating adaptation in recent years

Possible to combine a centralised vision with a sectoral
approach to adaptation

Ideally, measurement (indicators) should link directly to policy
(objectives, targets etc)
• avoid developing indicators in a vacuum (without the higher-

level policy goals in place)

Indicators will necessarily be sector-specific (adaptation must 
be “mainstreamed” in practice)

Policy must define “successful” adaptation to enable 
meaningful evaluation across sectors


