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Toward a new conceptualization of household adaptive capacity to climate
change: applying a risk governance lens
Carmen E. Elrick-Barr 1, Benjamin L. Preston 2, Dana C. Thomsen 1 and Timothy F. Smith 1

ABSTRACT. Increasing evidence highlights the importance of context-specific understanding of the impacts of climate change and
the need to move beyond generalized assumptions regarding the nature and utility of adaptive capacity in facilitating adaptation. The
household level of impact and response is an under-researched context, despite influential decisions affecting local and system
vulnerability being made at this scale. Assessments of household adaptive capacity currently assess the influences of adaptive capacity
or the influences on adaptive capacity in isolation. We argue that comprehensive assessments need to examine these influences in
combination to capture a dynamic and integrated view of households that better reflects their positioning and role(s) in broader social-
political contexts. To transition assessments away from examining households as discrete units to recognizing their role within a larger
governance context, we outline four themes focused on: (1) analysis of governance contexts, (2) determination of adaptive capacity
sources, (3) assessment of cross-scalar trade-offs, and (4) integrated goal setting to facilitate boundary critiques. By considering these
themes, the relationships between capacities and actions are highlighted, and the simultaneous outcomes of adaptive choices at individual
and broader system scales can be evaluated. We argue that such boundary critique has the potential to yield a more comprehensive
assessment of adaptive capacity focused upon cross-scalar influences and impacts.
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INTRODUCTION
The global community is committed to degrees of warming that
will deliver significant changes and associated challenges for
social and environmental systems (Adger and Barnett 2009, IPCC
2013, Peters et al. 2013). Although climate risk management
efforts to date have largely focused on policies and technologies
for greenhouse gas mitigation, adaptation policy and practice
have emerged rapidly in recent years (Jones and Preston 2011,
Park et al. 2012). The implementation of adaptation policies and
options, however, is contingent on the capacity of institutions,
organizations, and actors (Adger et al. 2007, Nelson et al. 2007,
Brown and Westaway 2011), and such capacity varies significantly
among regions, communities, and sectors (Adger et al. 2007).
Building adaptive capacity has the potential to reduce
vulnerability to climate impacts by supporting adaptive action
(Smit and Wandel 2006) and contributing to system resilience by
enabling adaptation and transformation (Marshall et al. 2012,
Rickards and Howden 2012). Hence, adaptive capacity research
that identifies the attributes of agents, institutions, and locales
that facilitate adaptive action (Adger et al. 2004, Brooks et al.
2005) is an important vehicle for building adaptive capacity and
facilitating adaptive actions. 

Various studies have illustrated that adaptation processes often
involve decision making across multiple scales of social
organization (Few et al. 2004, Olwig 2012, Hill and Engle 2013).
However, adaptation research and practice has tended to focus
on the actions of formal public institutions such as local/
municipal or national governments (Tompkins et al. 2010, Eakin
et al. 2011, Measham et al. 2011, Moser and Ekstrom 2011).
Climate change impacts and adaptation responses at the
household scale are also important foci for adaptation research
because many investment and consumption decisions that affect
individual vulnerability to climate hazards, as well as system

resilience, are made at this scale (Eakin and Wehbe 2009, Waitt
et al. 2012). The household scale has been a focus of study across
a range of fields, including poverty reduction (Bebbington 1999),
hazard management (Cutter et al. 2008), human resilience
(Patterson 2002, Norris et al. 2008), and more recently, climate
change adaptation (Hayden et al. 2011). A common goal of these
studies is the identification of attributes or elements that build
resilience or aid adaptation for specific risks. Various
determinants such as financial capital and risk perception have
been associated with the implementation of adaptive actions
(Grothmann and Patt 2005, Tucker et al. 2010, Harvatt et al. 2011,
Linnekamp et al. 2011). Subsequently, strategies to enhance the
availability of, or access to, these determinants have been
promoted as means of enhancing adaptive capacity. 

Nevertheless, many of the aforementioned studies are based only
on an initial assessment of adaptive capacity as a function of the
availability of particular assets or the household’s perception of
risk. These approaches to assessment are grounded in social
vulnerability assessment and livelihoods analysis, which generally
frame social capacity as a function of entitlements to resources
or capital (Nelson et al. 2010, Keskitalo et al. 2011). However,
such approaches often exclude consideration of the underlying
social and institutional processes that create capacity, the
motivations and objectives of actors that underpin adaptive
action, or the effectiveness of those actions in reducing
vulnerability over various spatial and temporal scales (e.g., Adger
and Kelly 1999, Thomsen et al. 2012, Tschakert et al. 2013).
Furthermore, there is little critical evaluation of who benefits and
who loses as a result of the adaptive actions that are implemented
(Smit et al. 2000, Brown 2011, Jennings 2011), how actions are
supported or constrained by cross-scale social-ecological factors
and interactions (see Eakin and Wehbe 2009, Fernández-Giménez
et al. 2012), or how actions at the household scale link to higher

1University of the Sunshine Coast, 2Climate Change Science Institute, Oak Ridge National Laboratory

http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-06745-190412
mailto:celrick@usc.edu.au
mailto:celrick@usc.edu.au
mailto:prestonbl@ornl.gov
mailto:prestonbl@ornl.gov
mailto:dthomsen@usc.edu.au
mailto:dthomsen@usc.edu.au
mailto:TSmith5@usc.edu.au
mailto:TSmith5@usc.edu.au


Ecology and Society 19(4): 12
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol19/iss4/art12/

levels of social organization. As such, there are a number of gaps
in the assessment of household adaptive capacity that might limit
its contribution to policy development for vulnerability reduction
or enhanced system resilience. 

The lens of risk governance might provide a more productive
pathway for framing the assessment of household adaptive
capacity (Renn 2008, see also Armitage and Plummer 2010).
Conceptually, risk governance promotes consideration of risk
and multiple values, objectives, and interests (van Asselt and Renn
2011). It also recognizes that outcomes of management strategies
(or adaptation policies and options) might not meet all of the
social, environmental, or economic criteria held by stakeholders
(Renn 2008). As such, trade-offs in values are an unavoidable
element of decision making, and therefore, consultative and
participatory processes are promoted as a means of legitimizing
the decision-making process (Renn and Schweizer 2009).
Adopting a risk governance lens shifts assessment of adaptive
capacity from the enumeration of discrete assets held by
households toward the consideration of how households respond
to risk within a broader governance context. This allows the
assessment process to engage the social and environmental factors
that shape adaptive capacity (influences on adaptive capacity) as
well as the outcomes of adaptive choices (influences of adaptive
capacity). 

Our objective is to articulate a framework for assessing household
adaptive capacity that addresses the gaps identified in previous
work by situating households within a risk governance context.
This approach is supported by transitions in vulnerability and
resilience research from a focus on the ability to deliver action to
consideration of the process of adaptation itself: how it is shaped,
the outcomes delivered, and who wins and loses as a result (Adger
et al. 2011a,b, Brown 2011, Eriksen et al. 2011, Jennings 2011).
We commence by describing the role of households in the
governance of climate and other risks, and then identify emergent
gaps associated with assessments of household adaptive capacity.
We then present a framework for boundary critique using climate
change impacts to water resource reliability as an illustrative
application. We argue that this framework enables consideration
of the interdependent nature of adaptive capacity in an inclusive
and participatory decision-making environment that has the
potential to yield a more comprehensive assessment focused on
cross-scalar influences and impacts.

THE GOVERNANCE OF RISK AND HOUSEHOLD
ADAPTIVE CAPACITY
Risk governance concerns risk-related decision making that
involves a range of actors, requiring coordination and potentially
reconciliation of different roles, perspectives, goals, and activities
(Renn 2005). By assisting decision-making processes in situations
where risks are uncertain, complex, or ambiguous (van Asselt and
Renn 2011), risk governance offers significant potential for
“wicked” issues such as climate change (Head 2008, Levin et al.
2012). In contrast to assessments that seek to reduce adaptive
capacity to a small number of static determinants, the risk
governance lens recognizes the political ecology of the
development of adaptive capacity, as well as its application in
adaptation policy and practice. 

Decisions made at the household scale such as investment
strategies, diet, political support, mode of transport, education,

and training are shaped by individual, local, contextual, and
multi-scale factors (Adger et al. 2009). These decisions have
consequences at larger scales of social-ecological organization,
affecting other actors, organizations, and institutions. As such,
household-scale decisions can influence system vulnerability and
sustainability (Eakin and Wehbe 2009, Brown 2011). For example,
the decision to purchase a home is shaped by individual values
(renting versus owning), social relationships (who lives nearby),
price (local and global economies), planning restrictions (building
type and location), and access to insurance, among many others.
Selecting a home situated in a low-lying coastal plain vs. a
highland area might influence exposure to flood hazard, whereas
the adoption of self-protection actions such as a flood-training
wall might alter the scenic amenity of a location and/or reduce
the buffering capacity of a downstream coastline. Selecting to rent
rather than own a home can influence householder capacity to
make structural or technological modifications to reduce
exposure to indirect climate hazards while also affecting the ability
to mitigate climate change (e.g., installing grey water systems or
solar panels). Hence, the effects of particular adaptation
responses at the household level might not be confined to those
households. Rather, other actors and organizations may
participate in, or be affected by, adaptation responses. 

A household is therefore one element within a larger, complex
system of governance that influences vulnerability to hazards that
arise from climate change (Fig. 1). This complexity poses
challenges for effective household responses to manage risk. It
also poses challenges for research investigating the role of
household adaptive capacity in mediating those responses. To
understand household adaptive capacity as it contributes to
system resilience and vulnerability reduction, it is important to
identify (1) the effects of governance processes on adaptive
capacity, and (2) the effects of adaptive capacity on the planning,
implementation, and outcomes of adaptation actions at the
household scale. These two facets of adaptive capacity are
currently explored by distinct, yet overlapping, areas of research.
One focuses on system sustainability or pro-environmental
behavior, examining the influences on adaptive capacity as they
shape household behaviors or adaptive choice. The other focuses
on household vulnerability reduction, examining the effects of
adaptive capacity on reducing exposure and sensitivity to hazard

Fig. 1. The household as an element of the governance system.
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events (Fig. 2). However, the elements of and on adaptive capacity
are often addressed in isolation, and this lack of integration
creates gaps in understanding the role of the household in
adaptation. These gaps, as well as pathways by which they can be
addressed, are outlined in the following sections.

Fig. 2. (A) Traditional framing of influences of adaptive
capacity on adaptive action. Those with capacity and/or
perception of risk take adaptive action. The action reduces
vulnerability to the select hazard. (B) Traditional framing of
studies that explore influences on adaptive capacity. The
household response to a select policy is viewed as a product of
the broader system as well as individual attributes. The
implications of adaptive choice (behaviors in response to
policy) on system sustainability are considered.

INFLUENCES ON ADAPTIVE CAPACITY
Household-scale assessments of adaptive capacity that focus on
vulnerability reduction have their traditions in the fields of hazard
management, global environmental change, and sustainable
livelihoods (McLaughlin and Dietz 2008, Miller et al. 2010). Their
objective is to generate knowledge that can enhance capacity to
reduce exposure and sensitivity to hazards (Grothmann and
Reusswig 2006, Vincent 2007, Molua 2009, Kalikoski et al. 2010,
Harvatt et al. 2011, Below et al. 2012, Saroar and Routray 2012).
These studies identify attributes of households that have taken
action in response to stress, which may be informed by experience
with past events or by theoretical or conceptual models of cause-
and-effect relationships between households and their social-
ecological context. The implicit or explicit assumption
underpinning such studies is that by facilitating access to capital
(e.g., financial or human), households will have the material and
social resources required to implement actions (Fig. 2). 

However, the focus on household attributes, exclusive of the
attributes or characteristics of other actors within the system and
how they influence household access, results in an isolated and
static view of the household. Few studies look at processes
exogenous to the household as important influences on adaptive
capacity (although see Osbahr et al. 2008, Fernández-Giménez
et al. 2012). For example, although cross-scale interactions among
actors are, in some cases, discussed as a mechanism that influences
household access to determinants of adaptive capacity
(Grothmann and Patt 2005), this influence is rarely analyzed as
a component of the assessment. Consequently, there is a focus on
household entitlements, exclusive of the community, regional, or
national contexts (including social, material, technological,
cultural, and political) that shape entitlements. Ultimately, this
results in an incomplete picture of household adaptive capacity
that reveals little about where interventions to enhance capacity

can be made. For example, although enhancing the knowledge of
households about climate risk is often considered to enhance
adaptive capacity (Marshall et al. 2013), without understanding
the pathways by which households receive such knowledge (e.g.,
roles of other actors) as well as how such knowledge is used in
decision making, it may be difficult to translate knowledge into
capacity. Furthermore, investments made in enhancing the
capacity of households may result in trade-offs or opportunity
costs that may go unrecognized if  households are considered in
isolation. 

In contrast, exploring the influences on adaptive capacity using
a risk governance lens results in a richer understanding of the
various actors and driving forces influencing household behavior.
For example, sustainability and pro-environmental behavior
studies examine policy settings, available technologies, and social
and cultural contexts to understand the determinants of
household environmental behavior (DEFRA 2005, 2008, OECD
2008, Spence and Pidgeon 2009, Maller and Strengers 2011,
Strengers and Maller 2012). The effects of alternate policy
mechanisms (e.g., economic instruments, labeling, information
campaigns, and direct regulation) on household capacities and,
in turn, associated behaviors, is explored in an effort to understand
the range of mechanisms that influence decision making for
sustainability at the household scale. For example, market-based
mechanisms such as rebates for investment in water-efficient
equipment seek to address barriers in financial capital, whereas
information campaigns seek to influence values and perceptions.
Alternatively, regulation (e.g., building standards) does not
directly target household capacity; rather, the environment in
which households operate indirectly shapes patterns of
consumption and other routine behaviors. The risk governance
lens expands understanding regarding how behaviors are shaped
by external governance, social, and cultural contexts. This
translates into exploring and understanding the degree to which
external factors influence or hinder the implementation of
adaptive action via its influence on the capacities that shape
action.

INFLUENCES OF ADAPTIVE CAPACITY
Household adaptive capacity can also be assessed based on the
outcomes it generates, i.e., the actions implemented and their
associated costs and benefits for human and natural systems.
However, interventionist and equity principles have shaped
household-level assessments that seek to reduce vulnerability
(Kuhlicke et al. 2011), and assessments have sought to deliver
equity in access to resources, rather than critique the outcomes
of the actions implemented (Sen 1981, Blackwood and Lynch
1994, Moser 1998, Scoones 1998, Bebbington 1999, Siegel 2005).
Thus, although the link between capacity and the ability to take
action (influences of adaptive capacity) is examined, there is
limited critical review of the implications of selected adaptive
actions in achieving positive outcomes, either for the individual
household or the broader system. Rather, high levels of adaptive
capacity are assumed to lead to adaptive action that reduces
individual and community vulnerability (i.e., Below et al. 2012;
Fig. 2a). Jennings (2011) argues that by making this assumption,
studies exclude consideration of the political nature of
adaptation. Adaptive capacity may be deployed to support
adaptive or maladaptive actions; therefore, higher adaptive
capacity does not necessarily lead to a reduction in vulnerability
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Fig. 3. Indicative example of progressing through the themes that facilitate boundary critique for the assessment
of household adaptive capacity. Adapted from Eisenack and Stecker (2012).

(Barnett and O’Neill 2010). Consequently, the determinants of
capacity that are promoted may support adaptive actions that are
ineffective at the individual household and/or system scale. 

Understanding how available capacities influence adaptive choice
and the contribution of those adaptive choices to vulnerability
reduction and system sustainability is therefore important in
adaptive capacity assessment. This involves judgements on the
link between capacity and action as well as the appropriateness
of particular adaptive choices in achieving end goals. Strengers
and Maller (2012) address this issue, in part, by exploring the link
between systems of energy and water resource provision and
householders’ capacity to adapt to climate change. Different
strategies of resource provision are argued to influence the degree
to which householders conserve resources. In this example, a link
between capacity and action is proposed, and assumptions
regarding the appropriateness of actions (i.e., level of resource
conservation by behaviour type) are specified; however, the end
goal sought via intervention and an approach to transition toward
the end goal (e.g., reducing consumption by raising the price of
the resource) is not stated. Consequently, practical
recommendations that address the sustainability issues identified
are not forthcoming. 

This raises a key challenge in adaptive capacity assessment:
defining what is appropriate action given the complexity of the
risk and the diverse values both of those involved in decision
making and those affected by the decision. Addressing this
challenge requires a participatory and inclusive approach (Renn
and Schweizer 2009, Renn and Klinke 2012). Consequently,

adaptive capacity assessment should consider (1) who will be
included in the process to define adaptation goals and specify the
links between capacity and action, and (2) by what process
(including procedural rules) a final decision will be reached (Renn
and Schweizer 2009). In this way, the anticipated outcomes of
capacity building interventions are defined in an inclusive manner,
which is necessary for climate risks characterized by uncertainty,
ambiguity, and diverse values.

TOWARD A NEW CONCEPTUALIZATION OF
HOUSEHOLD ADAPTATION AND ADAPTIVE
CAPACITY
The previous sections demonstrate that common ways of framing
household adaptive capacity in research neglect key elements
needed for comprehensive understanding of the role of the
household in adaptation. The lack of an integrated focus
regarding influences on and influences of capacity is a product
of the assessment scope, framing, and conduct (Midgley and
Reynolds 2004). By expanding the boundaries of household-scale
adaptive capacity assessment, influences on and influences of
adaptive capacity can be considered in unison, providing a richer
understanding of system complexity to move beyond generalized
assumptions regarding the utility of adaptive capacity in
facilitating action. 

To this end, we outline four themes that facilitate boundary
critique for the assessment of household adaptive capacity (Ulrich
2000, 2005). These themes focus on context determination prior
to goal setting. Details of the current system are elucidated
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(themes 1 and 2) prior to the collaborative definition of adaptation
strategies (theme 3) and capacity building goals (theme 4). The
themes assist in integrating core concepts of risk governance into
the assessment process. Themes 1 and 2 involve establishing the
system framing, ensuring that the systemic nature of risk and
capacity is considered (Renn et al. 2011). Theme 3 allows for
participatory and inclusive decision making in assessing cross-
scalar influences and defining adaption strategies, noting that
communication and participation are important aspects in all
themes (Renn and Schweizer 2009). In theme 4, the outcomes of
themes 1–3 are critically reflected on to identify entry points for
adaptive capacity enhancement that builds on collective and
complementary actions across scales (Eakin and Wehbe 2009, Hill
and Engle 2013). The themes do not represent a prescriptive
approach to household adaptive capacity assessment. Rather,
they provide guidance to frame assessments broadly and capture
a comprehensive range of influences of and on adaptive capacity. 

Drawing on Eisenack and Stecker’s (2012) framework of
adaptation as actions to map the actors involved, adaptive
choices, capacities required, and resultant adaptive strategies, we
demonstrate the utility of these themes for enhancing assessment
using the scenario of water resource reliability for a particular
household (Fig. 3). This scenario demonstrates how mapping the
interplay between household decisions and climate risk
management decisions across scales can reveal the role
households play in the adaptation process, clarifying entry points
for adaptive action (e.g., behavior change) and highlighting areas
for adaptive capacity enhancement (e.g., information provision
and/or augmentation of financial capital). Assessing adaptive
capacity requires an understanding of the end goal of adaptation;
therefore, adaptation choices (theme 1) and strategies (theme 3)
are discussed within the themes.

Theme 1: analysis of governance contexts
Theme 1 establishes the scope and bounds of the assessment by
positioning the household within the governance structure for a
particular problem/issue. Although it is tempting to frame
adaptive choices by only considering hazard type and
characteristics, the choice of adaptive response and the capacity
to implement responses are also a function of the cultural,
political, technological, institutional, and environmental contexts
of the household. This theme, therefore, focuses the assessment
on the evaluation of available adaptive choices that are relevant
to a particular hazard and encourages consideration for the role
of the household in the adaptation process in the context of the
range of conditions and other actors that shape adaptive choice. 

Applying this theme to the issue of water resource reliability
illustrates a range of adaptive choices available to households and
to other actors whose decisions have an influence on household
responses (Fig. 3). Although a variety of actors are stakeholders
in the management of water resources, for illustrative purposes,
this scenario focuses on just two actors with key roles in water
management: households and state government. Household
adaptive choices can also be considered at different temporal
scales relative to other actors (e.g., government agencies, private
sector, nongovernmental organizations). Households might take
actions prior to other actors and/or they might take actions after
or in response to those of other actors. For example, households
might adapt by investing in water-saving technologies and

changing behavior to reduce water use. This action can be
proactive or in response to adaptive actions taken at other scales
(e.g., water management policy). Households may also choose
not to alter their behavior if  they are facilitated to maintain
existing status through actions taken at other scales (e.g., a
desalination system to ensure access to water, although at a higher
cost). Explicit consideration of the sequence of actions among
different actors allows identification of responses to direct (i.e.,
climate) as well as indirect (i.e., policy) effects associated with
climate hazards. This provides a preliminary understanding of
system complexity and the range of roles that households (and
other actors) can play and actions they can pursue in responding
to the impacts of a select hazard. More importantly, this theme
helps identify and clarify the interdependencies among different
actors and how they shape actions across scales.

Theme 2: determination of adaptive capacity sources
Theme 2 facilitates consideration of the capacities required to
take action within the current governance context or to promote
a change in the context to broaden the adaptive choices available
to the household. Sources of capacity are also considered because
different actors can enhance the capacity of households to adapt
(for example, through financial subsidies). Exploring the capacity
required to implement select strategies can help to develop an
understanding of those actors that are more resilient to impacts
and also the adaptive strategies that might be implemented by
different actors as a function of the available adaptive capacities. 

In the water resource reliability scenario, whether and for how
long households are able to maintain the status quo of
consumption without behavioral change is a function of the
capacity of households and the actions taken by other actors in
the governance system. For example, if  a market-based approach
to adaptation is adopted, households with higher capacity, largely
owing to access to financial resources, will be more resilient to
system changes occurring beyond the household scale (such as
privatization). In contrast, households with lower financial
capacity must, or might choose to, alter behavior and resource
use sooner because the costs of maintaining the status quo pose
a substantive behavioral constraint. However, the provision of
subsidies to offset costs for those with lower financial capacity
could be incorporated into the intervention in an attempt to
achieve greater equity in the distribution of costs. Alternatively,
if  local or State government were to implement water restrictions,
financial resources would have less influence on the capacity to
respond. In fact, those who have traditionally consumed more
may have a more difficult time adapting to the imposed constraint.
This scenario demonstrates how adaptive choices are shaped by
the demands those choices place on households and the capacity
of households to respond. Furthermore, as explored in theme 1,
capacity is shaped by other actors at other scales and their
adaptive choices, including how issues of fairness are perceived
and managed in decision making.

Theme 3: assessment of cross-scalar influences
Theme 3 allows decision makers to critique the trade-offs in
outcomes among different adaptive strategies across scales,
considering who wins and loses as a result of the actions
implemented. First, discrete adaptive choices are categorized into
adaptive strategies to shift attention away from the individual
choices themselves to the outcomes sought by adaptation

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol19/iss4/art12/


Ecology and Society 19(4): 12
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol19/iss4/art12/

(Ziervogel et al. 2006). Subsequently, the systemic effects of
adaptation pathways are examined, including potential trade-offs
and synergies with other actions or objectives, rather than
evaluating adaptation narrowly by assessing the feasibility of
implementing a particular option. 

Adaptive strategies for managing constraints on water availability
can be categorized into those that: (1) support behavior change
at the household scale (i.e., knowledge on approaches to reduce
water consumption), and (2) seek to sustain existing patterns of
behavior at the household scale (i.e., access to financial resources
to pay for the higher cost of water; Fig. 3). Adaptation via
behavior change (internal or self-regulating modification) is
argued to be respectful of the integrity of social-ecological
systems, whereas actions that focus on external change or
manipulating the system with the aim of making self-regulation
unnecessary are termed manipulative actions (in this case,
construction of desalination plants to maintain potable water
availability, although at a higher cost; Thomsen et al. 2012). Both
strategies can address the immediate objective of securing
household water availability, but they have very different
implications for sustainability outcomes (Barnett and O’Neill
2010), both at the household level and across the governance
system. 

Classifying adaptive choices into alternate adaptive strategies
ensures that the assumptions regarding trade-offs between
environmental services and human outcomes are transparent.
Given that actors can make different normative judgments
regarding the risk of declining water availability as well as the
different policy prescriptions to manage that risk (Renn and
Klinke 2012), such transparency is necessary to facilitate
deliberation that can reconcile such value differences. Further,
equity issues associated with adaptation choices made across
scales can be explored. For example, the decision to enable
households with high financial capacity to continue to maintain
high levels of resource use by installing desalination plants can
be critically reviewed with respect to how the costs and benefits
of such technologies are distributed throughout society. Hence,
adaptive capacity assessment can consider negotiation processes
associated with managing trade-offs in adaptation and the degree
and structure of participation required for the purposes of the
assessment (refer to Renn and Schweizer 2009).

Theme 4: integrated goal setting
What are the barriers and/or enablers to households
implementing the adaptation strategies sought? What are the
goals of adaptive capacity development? Drawing on an
understanding of how the governance context shapes adaptive
choice, existing capacity sources, and the trade-offs associated
with identified adaptive strategies (as established via themes 1–
3), opportunities to enhance capacities that lead to more or
directed adaptive choices for households can be evaluated.
Interventions to enhance capacity might include structural
changes to system interrelationships via changes in institutions
and their rules or relationships, as well as augmentation of
resources through the delivery of technology, finance, or
enhancement of human capital. 

In the scenario provided, if  the adaptation strategy of behavior
change were sought, the identified barriers or opportunities for
modifying household water consumption would provide the basis

for adaptive capacity interventions. Household adaptation does
not occur in isolation from actions and decisions within the
broader governance context. Therefore, interventions must
provide opportunities for households to take direct action and
respond to indirect effects associated with adaptive actions
implemented at other scales. For example, a barrier to direct
action (identified in theme 1) might be householders’ limited
awareness of opportunities to modify consumption patterns
(identified in theme 2). An approach to achieve behavior change
might be to provide information on opportunities for water saving
in the home, with information provision guided by an
understanding of the way in which households receive and apply
information in decision making. Similarly, State governments
might perceive the low unit cost of water as a barrier to household
behavior change and therefore increase the unit cost of water as
an adaptive measure. At the household scale, financial capital to
pay for the higher unit cost of water would influence capacity to
accommodate this change. To facilitate households in adapting
to this change, a means-tested financial subsidy for a specified
usage level (e.g., 5 × 104 L/person-1 yr-1) might be provided (WSAA
2010). 

Given that different adaptive choices have different implications
for households and their capacity to respond, mechanisms to
promote deliberation and reconcile different values and costs/
benefits among different actors and scales are required. Through
such mechanisms, the contribution of interventions to
vulnerability reduction, long-term sustainability, and social
equity, among other factors, can be evaluated, with the evaluation
criteria defined in an inclusive and collaborative manner.
Therefore, elements of understanding adaptive capacity include
understanding whether opportunities for such deliberation exist
and identifying entry points to enhance opportunities where
available.

CONCLUSION
Here, we have argued that influences of and influences on
household adaptive capacity are currently addressed in isolation.
We suggest that to understand adaptive capacity as it contributes
to system resilience and vulnerability reduction, it is important
to identify (1) the effects of governance processes on adaptive
capacity, and (2) the effects of adaptive capacity on the planning,
implementation, and outcomes of adaptation actions at the
household scale. To capture these elements within household
adaptive capacity assessments, we outlined four themes that
facilitate boundary critique. By considering these themes, the
relationship between capacity and action is explored, and in turn,
the outcomes of adaptive choices at both the individual and
broader system scales are evaluated. This framework progresses
household adaptive capacity assessment beyond consideration for
individual households toward the consideration of households as
one element of a broader system of risk governance. In so doing,
the framework acknowledges that deliberative and participatory
approaches are critical to ensure transparency in adaptive choices,
which is a necessary foundation for the promotion of select
determinants of adaptive capacity. 

We argue that by framing assessments of adaptive capacity with
a risk governance lens, the assumptions that direct the research
are explicit and the goals sought from enhancing household
capacity are defined. This enables a transition beyond the often
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adopted view that adaptation is a process that is inherently
beneficial to a particular actor, to explicitly consider the political
nature of adaptation, the broader consequences of adaptation
choices at different scales, and the potential winners and losers.
Transitioning assessments away from examining households as
discrete units to recognizing their role within a larger governance
context will require critical review of the traditional boundaries
placed on assessment processes. Such boundary critiques will
enable household adaptive capacity research to play a more
comprehensive role in contributing to system resilience and
vulnerability reduction.

Responses to this article can be read online at: 
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/6745
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