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The constraints to effective, efficient, equitable and fair climate
change adaptation have been defined and discussed in the
literature for over two decades now. In this review, we discuss
the socioeconomic and cultural factors that underpin what
climate change adaptation can and cannot achieve. We focus
on insights into the constraints to adaptation that come from
scholars writing from a political economy lens, showing that the
interests of often distant powerful actors and institutions are as
important as behaviours and attitudes in constraining
adaptation.

Address
School of Geography, Earth and Atmospheric Sciences (SGEAS),
Faculty of Science, The University of Melbourne, Australia

Corresponding author: Jarillo, Sergio (sergio.jarillo@unimelb.edu.au)
" https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6533-5694
# https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0862-0808

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2024, 71:101475

This review comes from a themed issue on Social Limits To
Adaptation

Edited by Daniel Puig

Available online xxxx
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2024.101475

1877-3435/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an
open access article under the CC BY license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Introduction

Adaptation to climate change involves processes to reduce
or avoid the risks of climate change to the things that
people value. Many things that people value are at great
risk, and the latest Adaptation Gap Report published by
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) at
the end of 2023 highlights a paradox: the urgency of
adaptation is increasingly met with a deceleration in
adaptation progress, particularly amongst most vulnerable
populations [35]. Many factors delay adaptation, including
a lack of sufficient finance, appropriate governance,
knowledge deficits, and disagreements about the goals and
means of implementation. The urgency of adaptation in-
creases in line with the failure to reduce emissions, as this
failure shortens the critical window in which effective

Check for
updates

adaptation can be implemented. Failure to overcome these
constraints in time leads to tipping points in social and
environmental systems such that exposed populations ex-
perience loss and damage [37].

The issue of timing in adaptation is important because
there are adaptation measures that, while potentially
effective against climate change, are not currently being
implemented due to social constraints. Social constraints
are social factors that ‘make it harder to plan and im-
plement adaptation actions’ [46] but that can be over-
come with concerted efforts [9]. Buying time through
mitigation increases the opportunity to overcome con-
straints and so increases the chances for successful
adaptation. It also allows time for individuals and com-
munities to adjust their expectations of what needs to be
secured from climate change through adaptation and the
ways in which this can be done [1,12,43].

Social constraints to adaptation are generally categorised
as being economic, technological and social, with the
latter category often a catch-all for political, cultural and
psychological factors that are often very context specific.
In practice, this challenges the top-down and uni-
versalising nature of much climate change research, re-
quiring instead local and contextual knowledge ‘from
somewhere’ in order to overcome the constraints to
adaptation [40].

Research on the social constraints to adaptation initially
focussed on proximate actors and their values, emotions,
beliefs and worldviews. While highly relevant in terms
of understanding social constraints, these inner dimen-
sions tend to be more important in contexts where in-
dividual agency is relatively unconstrained by inequality
— namely, in more researched and more developed
countries where basic needs are covered, climate risks
are buffered by strong social safety networks, and many
constraints to adaptation are more attitudinal/beha-
vioural (a situation we call ‘not wanting’ to adapt) [48].

T'o complement this, there is a growing body of research
adopting a political economy lens that focuses more on
the root causes of powerlessness and injustice and con-
ceptualises constraints as emanating from outside the
actor’s reach. There are diverse traditions within the
broad remit of ‘political economy’, but most traditions
would agree that social change across social groups and
places is a function of the interplay between institutions,
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2 Social Limits to Adaptation

interests and ideas and, in particular, the way these in-
teract to determine the relative influence of markets and
the state in the distribution of public and private goods
[14,27,44]. Several studies show that adaptation to cli-
mate change is a matter of political economy because
market-based approaches to policy implementation are
often used, and these do not protect public goods but
rather exacerbate social injustices and lead to mala-
daptation [19,22,23,28,49].

A political economy perspective does not reduce adap-
tation success to being merely the agency of vulnerable
individuals and communities and whether they want to
adapt or not. Analysis of social constraints that focuses on
capacities, risk perceptions, attitudes and behaviours of
individuals and communities ignores that ‘not wanting to
adapt’ is far less relevant in contexts where markets,
governments and institutions are themselves the con-
straints that we suggest are ‘not allowing’ people to
adapt.

Political economic approaches to vulnerability are well
established, showing how the root causes of vulnerability
extend beyond local environments and into wider social
contexts where the ideas, interests and institutions, such
as capital, markets, governments, regulations and vio-
lence, shape who and what is vulnerable [13,2,8]. Yet, we
and others argue that when looking at social constraints,
these categorisations are often applied apolitically, pre-
senting social limits as ‘technical’ issues found at dif-
ferent scales (the personal, the communal and the
societal), such that there are calls for a more critical ex-
ploration of the political economy that allows for such
social constraints to arise in the first place [22,45].

In this review suggest that social constraints originate in
two basic ways. First, they arise from the way social
systems expose some groups to climate change risks and
reduce their opportunities to adapt by constraining their
adaptive capacities or impeding their adaptation re-
sponses [9]. A good example of this is the asymmetric
distribution of power that creates inequality along
gender, class or ethnicity lines within any given social
system [6]. These types of social constraints to adapta-
tion mean there is what we call a ‘wanting but cannot’
state in which actors are willing to implement adaptive
actions, but these are hindered by structural power im-
balances. Unequal power relations also mean that
adaptation knowledge remains inaccessible to those who
are most in need of it, particularly among Indigenous
peoples and in contexts where enduring colonial struc-
tures constrain local adaptive capacity [10,15,33].

For example, one such powerful social driver of multiple
constraints to adaptation is violence, even if this is fre-
quently overlooked in research on adaptation. Violence
is the threat or infliction of harm and ranges in scale from

interpersonal (such as family, domestic and intimate
partner violence) to armed conflicts within states
through to interstate warfare. In every instance, violence
constrains adaptation. Interpersonal violence can harm
people physically and mentally, as well as impact their
subjective and objective well-being (i.e. their life sa-
tisfaction and their capacity to fulfil their needs) [31].
Violence constrains people’s ability to access, for ex-
ample, financial services, health care, information, social
services and work, all of which impede adaptive action
[38,41,7]. Armed conflict and war have similar effects
and can also have structural impacts, such as damage to
crops, damage to physical capital and disruption of
markets [18,32,5]. We would add that a political eco-
nomic analysis of these impacts and ‘losers’ from vio-
lence would be remiss to ignore the winners, most
notably those who gain financially from violently ap-
propriating labour and capital, selling weapons and
profiting from higher prices and those who make poli-
tical gains from the implied or actual use of violence.
The repercussions of this are that, from a political
economy angle, winners from violence themselves con-
stitute a social constraint to adaptation that often goes
unnoticed.

The second way we suggest that social constraints to
adaptation arise is through the way the things that people
value and which are vulnerable to climate change are the
product of shared meanings and cultural norms [4].
Meanings and cultural norms and values are internalised
through psychological processes and enacted through in-
dividual and community dispositions, and as such, they are
more than intrapsychic factors negotiated socially. Because
they do not exist in a power vacuum, they can rightly be
considered political economic in that shared meanings —
such as the ‘nation’ — and cultural values — such as in-
dividualism — are amenable to manipulation and subject
to power imbalances. Thus, risk perception and risk tol-
erance are subjective psychological perceptions con-
structed socioculturally and so are intrinsically attached to
cultures [20]. These sociocultural constraints to adaptation
can be seen in the unwillingness to implement adaptation
options (‘can but do not want’), such as eating genetically
engineered foods or drinking recycled water, due to moral
considerations or a lack of trust in regulators. Cultural va-
lues and worldviews also underpin the goals of adaptation
and are embedded in the ethos of societies in the form of
traditions and lived values that can in themselves hinder
adaptation, for example, when there is no mandate for
legislation to affect adaptation such that it is met with
political opposition [26].

The issue of the cost of adaptation relative to available
funds speaks to the power of ideas and norms to con-
strain adaptation. To our reading, ‘cost’ is often dis-
cussed as if it were a technical and matter-of-fact
constraint to adaptation, yet this claim is not a claim

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2024, 71:101475

www.sciencedirect.com



Political economy of social barriers to adaptation Jarillo and Barnett 3

about the scarcity of money for adaptation, nor is it about
the calculation of costs, since these are often poorly
understood [25]. More importantly, the costs of adapta-
tion must be considered alongside avoided damages,
many of which are incommensurate with money, in-
cluding, for example, life, health, well-being, culture,
valued places, sovereignty, self-determination, social
cohesion, and heritage. Rather, we suggest that the cost
of adaptation is in effect a matter of how institutions and
interests allocate spending on public goods within and
between countries. For example, as Buchner et al. [17]
show, funding for both climate change mitigation and
adaptation is equal to or less than 20% of global funding
for fossil fuel subsidies. Decision-making processes that
transparently reveal these kinds of otherwise hidden
trade-offs in values are key to overcoming constraints to
adaptation [11,36].

Thus, from a political economy perspective, the princi-
ples and rules that guide adaptation finance — including
the governance of the institutions that administer
adaptation funds — can, in themselves, be rightly seen
as constituting social constraints. Indeed, there is evi-
dence of a switch from a distributive justice paradigm to
a more overt reliance on markets and the private sector
for funding adaptation since the Paris Agreement. In
practice, this means that constraints that are conceived
as purely financial (e.g. lack of money) are in fact the
result of governments and institutions embracing neo-
liberal principles and limited liability, and the resulting
growing indebtedness of countries trying to adapt adds
to existing power asymmetries that result in more con-
straints to adaptation [36].

This is not to say that political economy approaches
consider social constraints to be insurmountable. Just as
behaviours, attitudes, traditions and values can change
so too can power balances. We suggest there are a
number of actions that can be undertaken to address the
underlying drivers of social constraints to adaptation.
These include increasing the public mandate for in-
vestment in adaptation within countries and in the in-
terests of those at risk across the globe; enhanced
communication strategies with a positive, hopeful mes-
sage asserting that adaptation is possible; and promoting
changes in sociocultural norms [21,31,39,3]. Further-
more, locally led adaptation, empowering grassroots
movements and communities, cultivating networks and
solidarity, more equitable adaptation financing, in-
creased transparency in decision-making and shared
governance, and developing new institutions capable of
careful and committed co-production of knowledge can
all help transform the political economy of adaptation to
overcome constraints [16,29,34.43.47].

Overcoming social constraints and limits can also happen
by moving the adaptation goalposts. The literature

shows that even in cases where climate impacts have
changed the characteristics of social and environmental
systems, people have nonetheless adapted in place. For
example, in the islands off the coast of Tubigon in the
Philippines, communities endure tidal inundation epi-
sodes for almost half of the year, yet people have stayed
in their homes and adapted to the new conditions,
questioning the validity of sea-level rise as a hard limit in
small, low-lying islands [24]. For the affected commu-
nities in Tubigon, the values and goals that underpin
adaptation are maintaining their homes and their liveli-
hoods rather than a generic concept of habitability,
which they do not see as being compromised by severe
and frequent flooding [30]. This example shows that a
community’s risk perception and values are important
factors in overcoming adaptation constraints and even
limits.

In sum, we argue that overcoming constraints to adap-
tation largely depends on the willingness to act on the
deeper political economic processes that give rise to
them. Since many of these causes are systemic, such as
the nature of governments and markets [42], incremental
adaptation is unlikely to be sufficient. This underscores
calls for transformative adaptation, which may have the
purpose and scale of change needed to overcome many
of the most ubiquitous and powerful social constraints to
adaptation.
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