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BUILDING A SHARED UNDERSTANDING 
OF ADAPTATION CONCEPTS 

Addressing climate change is an urgent matter for 
all of us! A range of actors increasingly need to work 
across sectoral boundaries to achieve the wide-ranging 
interventions that can make a difference. However, the 
concepts and terms that we use to define the problem 
and discuss solutions to climate change may mean 
different things to different actors in the variety of 
contexts that they work. 

This understanding climate change and its impacts 
on small-scale farmers in South Africa publication 
series therefore examines some of the definitions for 
commonly-used concepts in the field of climate change 
adaptation in order to support a broader understanding 
of climate change-related concepts for practitioners. 
These terms are essentially interlinked, as determining 
the impacts of climate change depends on the 
interaction between the physical climate changes and 
the vulnerability and resilience of human and natural 
systems, which influence their ability to adapt to new 
circumstances.[1]

MITIGATION

The word “mitigation” means to take action to reduce 
the severity, seriousness or danger of something[2]. In 
the context of climate change, this usually refers to the 
reduction of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) defines mitigation as “a human intervention to 
reduce the sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse 
gasses”[3]. 

This highlights the two key types of actions that are 
required to achieve the goal of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change to stabilise greenhouse 
gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that 
would prevent dangerous human-induced interference 
with the climate system: on the one hand,  we need 
to reduce the emission of greenhouse gasses, which 

Climate Change Mitigation. (Source: www.mg.co.za)
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Vulnerability

In the climate context, the IPCC defines vulnerability as “the degree to which a system is susceptible to, or 
unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change, including climate variability and extremes.” The 
IPCC further notes that this vulnerability is a function of the physical characteristics of the climate changes 
that impact on a system, its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacity. Climate vulnerability may be assessed 
across economic sectors, societal groups or regions. For example, vulnerability assessments may be used 
to evaluate how a particular community is vulnerable to climate change and may be used as the basis for 
developing adaptation plans.
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largely originate from burning fossil fuels, and on the 
other we need to take action to enhance mechanisms 
that remove and store greenhouse gasses in so-called 
“sinks”.

One important way of doing this is to promote the 
environment’s natural systems that absorb atmospheric 
carbon by protecting, restoring and managing natural 
ecosystems such as forests and grasslands and also 
increasing the capacity of agricultural soils to store 
carbon, for example by planting cover crops and using 
minimum tillage techniques. 

It is worth noting that in the context of the related field 
of disaster risk management, the term mitigation is used 
slightly differently, and the International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction defines mitigation as “the lessening 
or limitation of the adverse impacts of hazards and 
related disasters”[4], which is similar to what is referred to 
as adaptation measures in the climate change context.

RESILIENCE

Resilience is a key term to help us understand how 
climate change impacts differently on various ecological 
and social systems. The IPCC defines resilience as the 
“amount of change a system can undergo without 
changing state”[5]. 

The concept of resilience helps us to understand that 
systems, communities or societies will have different 
capacities to either resist, or to change and adapt in 
response to climate impacts, while still maintaining  their 
essential functions. Building climate resilience entails 
taking proactive efforts to address areas of vulnerability 
across various social and ecological systems. For 
example, to improve resilience a community might need 
to anticipate and manage major risks from extreme 
events by implementing early warning systems and 
improving local infrastructure to cope with changing 
conditions.
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Community experiments to improve rooibos yield, Suid bookeveld, Northern Cape. (Source: Noel Oettlé)



RISKS

A risk is defined as the possibility of something bad 
happening[6] and encompasses both the probability 
that an adverse event will occur and the consequences 
of the event. 

The IPCC defines the concept of risk as “the potential 
for adverse consequences for human or ecological 
systems, recognising the diversity of values and 
objectives associated with such systems”[7], and notes 
that in the context of climate change, risks can rise from 
both the potential impacts of climate change as well as 
human responses to climate change. 

Identifying and assessing risks needs to take into 
account the impact of the physical event as well as 
its likelihood, combined with its interaction with local 
conditions and vulnerabilities, which will then determine 
its consequences.

ADAPTATION

To adapt means to change something to make it more 
suitable for new conditions[8]. 

As some level of climate impact is now inevitable, both 
natural and human systems will therefore need to adjust 
and to adapt in response to both the climate impacts 
that are already being experienced, and also those that 
we can anticipate, in order to moderate any harm this 
might cause or to exploit any possible opportunities 
this might present.[9] 

Climate change adaptation includes both broader 
processes and also specific practical steps that countries 
and communities have to take in order to respond to 
climate impacts, which can range from technological 
responses to ecosystem-based, institutional, as well as 
social measures to protect those who are most 
vulnerable.[10]

Processing Stover as livestock supplement.
(Source: Heifer Project Southern Africa)
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Damage from flash-flooding in the Leliefontein Communal Area 
of the Northern Cape. (Source: Tom Lebert)



Adaptive capacity refers to the ability of a person, society 
or system to cope with or take advantage of climate 
change. The IPCC notes that “successful adaptation 
reduces vulnerability to an extent that depends greatly 
on adaptive capacity – the ability of an affected system, 
region, or community to cope with the impacts and risks 
of climate change. Enhancement of adaptive capacity 
can reduce vulnerability”[11]. 

Climate change is only one of many stressors that must 
be addressed if humans are to maintain or improve their 
living conditions. Successful adaptation therefore needs 
to factor in the need to respond to climatic, social, 
political and economic stressors[12]. 

Those planning adaptation interventions increasingly 
also need to consider the possibility of maladaptation, 
where intervention in one area could increase the 
vulnerability of another location or sector, or increase 
future vulnerability[13].

COMMUNITY-BASED ADAPTATION

Community-based adaptation (CBA) is an approach that 
puts people at the centre of their own development, 
involving those vulnerable community members in the 
process of assessing local risks and planning adaptation 
projects[14]. This approach focuses on increasing local 
capacity and resilience, particularly in light of uncertain 
local climate predictions. 

CBA facilitates the adaptation process by using 
participatory learning and problem-solving techniques, 
and assumes that local communities have the skills, 
experience, local knowledge and networks that are 
necessary to undertake locally appropriate activities to 
address their own vulnerability.[15] 

The CBA approach can make adaptation to climate 
change more sensitive to the needs and risks faced by 
poorer, more vulnerable communities. It links the fields 
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Community rainwater harvesting system, Paulshoek village, Namaqualand. 
(Source: Tom Lebert)



5

Local group from the Mpendle area of KZN working around the effective community management of local springs.
(Source: Institute of Natural Resources)

of international development work to climate policy, 
aiming to increase resilience and reduce vulnerability to 
a range of shocks, of which climate change is but one. 
The linkages from local practice to national policy are 
a critical focus area for civil society and communities 
to engage around, and will be further explored in this 
publication series. 

The CBA approach takes into account the increased 
vulnerability of groups within a community such as 
women. Participatory gender analysis and participatory 
monitoring and evaluation throughout the project 
lifespan can empower people and involve them in 
the processes of defining and embodying their own 
adaptation strategies.
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