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Introduction and background



Aim and purpose of this presentation

My aim is, using the lens of traps and transformation and 
drawing on a review of 64 empirical cases on adaptation from 
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), to:

(a) Consider and provide evidence for the notion that, in the 
context of  CC, poor and marginalised people in the region are 
at risk of being stuck or trapped as a result of:

– deeply entrenched structural, discursive and social-institutional 
barriers that undermine specific and generic adaptive capacity

– multiple interacting, cross-scale barriers that work together 
(simultaneously, consecutively or accumulatively) to hinder 
adaptation 

– coping responses that result in maladaptation thus creating 
barriers to future adaptation



Aim and purpose of this presentation

(b) Put forward some initial thoughts on what 

approaches and transformations might be 

needed for poor and vulnerable people to 

escape these traps and adapt to climate change. 



Conceptualising  barriers based on the literature and our review - complex

Barriers = surmountable  

processes & conditions 

(climatic or non-climatic) 

that delay, divert or 

hamper sustainable 

adaptation;  the internal &

external constraints that 

undermine or block the  

deployment of adaptive 

strategies.

Various typologies have 

been developed.

Many barriers are 

context specific & 

are those things 

that undermine 

generic adaptive 

capacity 

(associated with 

fundamental 

human 

development 

goals)

The stressors 

that impact 

peoples’ lives (& 

adaptive 

capacity) can 

also be seen as 

barriers, e.g. 

HIV/AIDS

What is and isn’t a 

barrier can 

become blurry in 

reality.

Conceptual framing: Barriers to adaptation



Conceptual framing: Traps – being stuck

Poverty traps: A condition that inhibits any type of response action to a 
stimulus. Unable to change.

Social-ecological traps: Social and ecological  feedbacks reinforce one another 
and push the system to an undesirable state (brings in ecological more)

Rigidity/lock in traps: A condition in which there is  suppression of innovation 
that essentially forces actors to continue pursuing a specific trajectory. 

Path dependence: Path dependence occurs when the legacy of past events, 
states, decisions and actions affect current dynamics and future changes 
though reinforcing feedback mechanisms and entrenchment of particular self-
reproducing institutional arrangements.

Various structural (legacy of Apartheid), cognitive (forms of denial), normative 
and cultural (conformity, traditions, place), and behavioral factors/barriers can 
keep people (or certain groups of people) and systems in a trap. 



Thinking about barriers and traps

What emerged from the literature 

review?



What types of barriers emerged? Studies on small holder farmers

Most  were broadly 

relevant to improved 

agricultural production 

and rural development 

rather than CC 

specifically. 

LACK OF… e.g. assets, 

information, credit  

The vast majority  appear to 

be beyond poor farmers’ 

control and a consequence of 

poverty, low levels of 

development, inappropriate 

policies and inadequate 

governance systems

Size of ovals represent the frequency the barriers were mentioned

Risk 

perception, 

perceived 

abilities



What types of barriers emerged - ‘Contingent’ barriers - interacting , 

cumulative, contextual and historical factors

History

Historical 

processes and 

path dependency

Contextual factors

Rapid and cumulative social-

ecological change

Land and ecosystem 

degradation

HIV  and health issues

Multiple stressors coinciding

Loss of traditional knowledge 

and irrelevance of traditional 

practices    

Poorly conceived and implemented policies

Land privatisation, commercial agriculture, 

enclosure of the commons

Structural

Poverty and 

neglect

Corruption

Distributional 

inequalities

Competition 

for resources

Ethnic and 

political conflict

Poor 

security/crime

Short term 

strategies

with negative 

feedbacks –

maladaptation

Relate to context and start point vulnerability.  Structural barriers can be 

notoriously difficult to surmount = poverty traps.

Prevent people responding the way they did in 

the past

Normative/cultural

Entrenched ways of 

doing things 



What types of barriers emerged? ‘Cross-Scale’ barriers

Political, discursive, governance

CCA as an environmental rather than 
development issue  

Lack of political champions 

Bureaucratic inertia  

Blindness and resistance towards the 
need for reform to support a more 

equitable society

Disconnects  between  local values  
and national policies and lack of local 

participation 

Short-termism – reactive 

Clashing policies 

Insufficient interdepartmental 
coordination – competing priorities

Too much focus on technical skills and 
failure to address critical social factors

Lack of government funding for 
research on CCA

Marginalisation of certain groups

Institutional

Institutional inefficiencies
Elite capture

Poor survival of institutions 

without social roots

Neglect of institutional 

requirements for new 

technology

Restrictive norms (gender)

Political and financial power 

of some groups while others 

can’t make claims on assets

Exclusion from decision 

making

Few inclusive processes of 

dialogue and negotiation
All of these  can block people’s own ability to 

respond and undermine efforts  around planned 

adaptation



Barriers creating traps? What evidence? 

Specific examples

Interacting stressors and 

barriers. Poverty traps are 

described in pastoralist 

systems in Afar, Ethiopia 

triggered by drought and 

barriers such as restricted 

mobility and ethnic conflict, 

adverse terms of trade, 

rangeland degradation and 

conversion of grazing areas 

through land grabs &/or 

policies that promote arable 

production. (Eriksen and 

Lind, 2009, Eriksen and 

Marin 2011)

Feedbacks created by short 

term diversification strategies 

like charcoal production, 

unsustainable NR harvesting,  

and artisanal mining can 

increase long-term risks  and 

put people in a social-ecological 

trap by instigating ecosystem 

change and loss of ecosystem 

services with impacts on 

livelihoods (Shackleton and 

Shackleton 2012)  

Double exposure. 

Northern Ghana –

rapid environmental 

change and economic 

globalisation  seen as 

most significant 

barriers to adaptation 

for farmers, together 

resulting in poverty 

traps  (Laube et al. 

2012)

Intersectional inequalities. Conflicts, corruption, 

vested interests , social-cultural norms, traditional 

institutions that restrict access to assets for some, 

and unequal power can trap the poorest. 



Barriers creating traps? What evidence? 

Specific examples
Political short-termism. 

Discourses and policies that take a 

disaster focussed short –term 

view that focuses on transient 

food security and relief can act as 

a barrier to a longer term 

perspectives and create traps. 

(Conway and Schipper 2011) . 

Misguided development. Government 

policies controlling water flows in 

upstream dams, designation of 

conservation areas, and expansion of 

urban development and tourism all 

worked as barriers to adaptation 

among poor coastal communities in 

Tanzania and Mozambique (Bunce et al. 

2010). 
Lack of…  finances, capacity, information, 

technology, political will, markets, etc. was 

a repeated story  that results in most 

autonomous adaptation being minor 

adjustments to current practices. There 

are  too many barriers to implement 

substantive changes (e.g. agro-ecology, 

irrigation) without external support (Byran

et al.   2011).

Path dependency. In SA, although 

apartheid ended 2 decades ago its 

lingering effects continue in communal 

areas and urban townships in terms of 

education, tenure rights, land access, 

services, etc. (Bank and Minkley 2005)



Multiple interacting 

barriers

Adaptation deficit 

and non-climatic 

risk 

Climate change risk/ 

threat multiplier

Low generic adaptive 

capacity
Low specific AC

Inability to respond to 

multiple stressors 

amongst most 

vulnerable

Inability to respond to 

climate risk amongst 

most vulnerable
TRAPS

Structural (inequality), 

political, financial 

(poverty and 

deprivation), 

institutional

Biophysical, 

technical, 

informational

Social, 

normative

Limits

Maladaptation
Maladaptation Transformation

Cognitive, 

psychological

Barriers creating traps – a summary



So……transformations are needed 

to support adaptation amongst the 

most vulnerable



Conceptual framing: Transformation

• The fundamental alteration of the nature of a system 
once the current ecological, social or economic conditions 
become untenable or undesirable.

• Conversion to a better or more beneficial state  -
normative and deliberative.

• Can occur through changes in policies and governance; 
institutions;  farming systems; locations or identity; value 
systems; regulatory, legislative or bureaucratic regimes; 
financial institutions; and technological or biological 
systems and may need changes in several of these.



So from a social justice perspective….. what can we 

say about transformation and escaping traps 

Deep structural lock-ins hold poverty and 

vulnerability in place.  Requires systemic 

change involving shifts in political 

discourses, fiscal distribution and 

governance structures and a more pro-

poor agenda. Citizen action, social 

movements and strong leadership and 

political will is often needed for such 

reform. (Bryan et al. 2011).

Need an explicit focus on 

intersecting dimensions of 

inequalities (gender, class, ethnicity, 

race, age) to help identify what  

prevents certain people adapting, 

and why some people can. Need to 

hear multiple voices/ multi-actor 

dialogues (IPPC, WG2, Chpt 13).

Forms of social protection  may be 

needed for the marginalised where 

multiple barriers result in limits and 

traps and inequalities benefit some 

people at the expense of others 

(Davies et al. 2009).



So from a social justice perspective….. what can we 

say about transformation and escaping traps 

Closer integration of DRR, CCA, 

sustainable development and poverty 

alleviation and even mitigation: 

“adaptive development” (Lemos et al. 

2013)

Address all 3 embedded 

spheres of 

transformation: practical, 

political, personal  

(O’Brien and Sygna 2014)

Policy transformations need to be 

accompanied by support for local  action and 

transformation. Build on “seeds of change”/ 

innovations and successful traditional or  past 

response mechanisms. Social learning and 

agency building is key to this and to scaling up.



Provide opportunity for people 

to make their own choices by 

reducing the adaptation deficit 

and increasing generic AC. 

Multiple barriers requires multiple 

transformations and different pathways

catering for different interest groups, 

cultures, values and places (Leach et al. 

2010, 2013 - STEPS). 

Learn from success stories such as the regreening of the Maradi

and Zinder regions of Niger where fundamental governance and 

institutional change at national level plus higher rainfall 

accompanied by revitalisation of past tree/field management 

practices supported by NGOs all combined to get  the system out of 

a trap (Sendzimir et al. 2011).

So from a social justice perspective….. what can we 

say about transformation and escaping traps 

Decision centred approaches or 

pathways which focus more on 

processes of decision making than 

outcomes – facilitates dealing with 

uncertainty and addresses systemic 

drivers of vulnerability rather than 

simply reduce risk. Need proactive 

adaptation that cycles between 

incremental and transformative 

action (Wise et al. 2014).



Thank you
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