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IPCC AR6: There are 
limits to adaptation

• Even effective adaptation cannot 

prevent all losses and damages

• Above 1.5°C some natural solutions 

may no longer work

• Above 1.5°C, lack of fresh water 
could mean that people living on 

small islands and those dependent 

on glaciers and snowmelt can no 
longer adapt.



Human Climate Niche



We need to adapt, but there are limits to the 
effectiveness of adaptation – how do we advance from 

here?



Maladaptation

‘An adaptation that does not 

succeed in reducing vulnerability but 

increases it instead’ 

(IPCC WG II, 2001)



Maladaptation: What we don’t want!



IPCC AR6: ‘Maladaptation is an unintended consequence’

‘If adaptation projects are produced under unjust 
systems, maladaptation should be considered an 

expected outcome.’ Shah et al (2025)

Shah et al (2025) ‘Beyond unintentionality: considering climate maladaptation as cyclical’ Climatic Change, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-

025-03922-7



→ Thus maybe the problem lies with the way that 
we research, implement and make policy on 

adaptation



Research

PracticePolicy



Research → Came from hazards & livelihoods, resilience directions, later 
strongly linked with critical development scholarship, political 
ecology – but also model-driven impacts studies (diff between 
outcome vs contextual vulnerability – O’Brien et al)

Practice → Came out of DRR and development, focus initially on 
community-based adaptation, development & humanitarian actors 
took lead

Policy → Lagged behind due to UNFCCC/Kyoto Protocol focus on 
mitigation, now largely driven by Paris Agreement’s equal balance 
on mitigation/adaptation (→ GGA)



2001: 

‘…there are two directions and purposes in adaptation research; 
adaptation research for mitigation policy, and adaptation research for 
adaptation policy. To date, the overwhelming preponderance of 

adaptation research has been conducted in response to the mitigation 
issue.’

Burton, et al (2001) ‘From Impacts Assessment to Adaptation Priorities: The Shaping of Adaptation Policy’ Climate Policy.



2021:

‘Over the last two decades climate change adaptation has emerged as 

a central and now acknowledged component of the international 

climate change policy and research agenda.’

Nalau and Verrall (2021) ‘Mapping the evolution and current trends in climate change adaptation science’ Climate Risk Management



Climate change impacts increasing
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Unsustainable 

adaptation

Adaptation deficit

Development deficit

Adaptation without intervention

Development Deficit vs Adaptation Deficit



Describing adaptation with numbers

UNEP (2025) ‘Adaptation Gap Report’



Why does this disturb me?

The starting points for planning, measuring and funding adaptation are 
aligned with contradictory understandings stemming from diverse 
understandings of the world (ontology) and how we study/understand it 

(epistemology)…

…Yet one of the challenges in finding common ground has to do with the 
lack of epistemic and ontological diversity in research, policy and 

practice.



This is caused by…

• Dominant discourse being rooted in coloniality of knowledge 
systems

• Epistemic hierarchies (eg. quantitative vs qualitative) 
[epistemic injustice]

• Emphasis on positivist, reductionist and instrumentalist 
perspectives 
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Epistemic 
injustice 
as social 
injustice

Unfair 
outcome

Unfair 
judgement 

about 
epistemic 
capacity

Denial of 
stakeholders’ 

rights

Denial of 
knowledge

Increase in 
vulnerability

Source:  Cummings, S., Dhewa, C., Kemboi, G., & Young, S. (2023). Doing epistemic justice in sustainable development: Applying the philosophical concept of epistemic injustice to the real 

world. Sustainable Development, 31(3), 1965–1977. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.2497

https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.2497


Research → Policy



https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/climate-change-scientists-list/



1000 ‘Climate influencers’

• 122 women

• 111 in Global South (88 from 

China)

• No one at an African institution 

outside of South Africa – and 
there only 4 (all of them men)



Source: https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-the-lack-of-diversity-in-climate-science-research



• Natural sciences receive 770% more research funding on climate 
change than social sciences (Overland & Sovacool, 2020)

• More men in STEM subjects – more research on STEM

• Global South: colonial science / parachute research models where GN 

scholars claim senior authorship rights

• Unless these lists use metrics that take into account the realities of 

power, privilege and how ‘merit’ is constructed, we and many like us 
will continue to question the appropriateness of such lists. 
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Knowledge hiarchies, funding power

• Rooted in research funding inequities

• 78% funding on African climate research → European and N. American 
institutions

• 14.5% to African institutions
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This is not accidental!

• Epistemic diversity requires us to acknowledge that there are different 
understandings of what knowledge is, and that this influences how
knowledge is constructed and whose knowledge counts.

• Creation of epistemic hierarchies is based on systemic barriers: Rooted 
in lack of equity, inclusion, diversity in the knowledge production 

process

• Resulting epistemic injustice intersects with knowledge singularity to 

create incomplete, wrong, unjust and explicitly biased knowledge



Whose voices are influencing the knowledge that makes its way to 

decision makers and influences policy?

Is the fact that we are past 1.5C partly a result of epistemic 

coloniality in the climate change knowledge production?



Research → Practice



Photo: CGIAR



Measurement (1)

• ‘Adaptation success’ is vague and defined by those who use it

• No agreement on how indicators could look – quantitative, qualitative?

• Adaptation as Outcome or Process?

• When do we assess the adaptation outcome? 

• Who should benefit / be adversely affected?

• What should the purpose of the original initiative be?

• What should it be assessed against?



Measurement (2)

• Measurement of funding for 
accountability?

• Ensuring that funding is being used 
for adaptation?



Weaponised messages: Measurement

• ’What cannot be measured cannot be funded’

• Excuse of lack of ability to assess success to prevent funding

• Complexity of measurement discussions directing funding in line with 

too much ‘aid conditionality’



Weaponised messages: Maladaptation

➢Some policymakers are uncomfortable with the broad definition of 
maladaptation – could include almost any adaptation strategy.

➢Most organisations do not want to draw attention to failures.

➢Worry that focus on maladaptation suggests all adaptation fails

• IPCC AR6 Synthesis Report → removal of lists of interventions that 
could lead to maladaptation 

• IPCC Cities Report Outline → removal of ‘maladaptation’ from the 
report outline 



Maladaptation

• Maladaptation will always be a risk

• The focus should instead be on improving adaptation. 

• Clarity on what counts as adaptation

• Transparency on who designs adaptation (power imbalances)

• Focus on vulnerability reduction

• Overcoming the challenge of ‘additionality’

Schipper and Mukherji, 2024, 10.1126/science.adq7821

Picture: BBC



An unfortunate 
conclusion

Is adaptation simply too 

difficult to find because it is 
likely to fail, and its success 
impossible to measure?

Source: IWMI



The biopolitics (and necropolitics) of 
adaptation



Adaptation research, policy and practice are guilty of 
not asking sufficiently: Adapting to what? 

→ eg. Global Goal on Adaptation



‘Adaptation’ vs ‘adaptation’ (Big A vs little a) (via Webber, 2016)

Adaptation that really 

offers a way to rethink 

development and 

addresses the root causes 

of vulnerability

Adaptation that is part of 

a project but does not 

address drivers of 

vulnerability



What needs to be transformed in response to climate 
change vs. what can be transformed?



Decoupling responsibility from adaptation

• Depoliticising adaptation

• Neoliberal approach – project-based, funding-oriented

• Not focussing sufficiently on the root causes of vulnerability

• Not acknowledging the injustice in adaptation – and the 
challenge of doing successful adaptation in a system that is 
fundamentally unjust



Private sector – they care so much (not)

UNEP Adaptation Gap Report 2025



• Biopolitics – adaptation is normalised, and this is the real 

problem – this may even be a story of Necropolitics

• Shifting responsibility – shoving the fight on the poorest, 

assuming that Indigenous People will want to take on the 

battle…





Knowledge 
hierarchy

Climate
coloniality

Inequity in 
knowledge 
production

Epistemic 
coloniality

Source: Schipper and Sultana, in prep.

Ageism

Racism

Ableism

Classism

Sexism

Heterosexism



Normalisation of adaptation 
(biopolitics) suggests that the 
real fight is the fight for 
more funding – not asking 
whether funding is even 
being used well



Instrumentalist and reductionist 
approaches by IPCC are 
worsening the situation



Attempts at bringing justice into adaptation are trying to 
operate in a system that is not just.

→ This leads to the maladaptation of adaptation 
research, policy and practice



Thank you

lschipper@uni-bonn.de – @lisaschipper.social.bsky
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