
Fair Adaptation: 

Social science, without prices, without apology 



What is fairness? 
Fairness in outcome 

 Uneven vulnerability to impacts in space and
 time 
 Having the necessary options to respond to
 threats to well-being and having the capacity
 and freedom to exercise these options 

Fairness in process 
 Scope (who), form (how), rules (decisions) 
 Distribution of power to decide on scope, form
 and rules – the ‘all affected’ principle 
 Impossibility of representation 



Adaptation decision-making 
Issue Key question Outcome of indecision 

cost Who bears the costs of
 adaptation?   

Costs may be shared unevenly in
 terms of willingness or ability to pay

timing When is action taken? Anticipatory adaptation may be
 cheaper. Ex post recovery has
 greater social costs 

power Who makes the decisions? How national or local views prevail 

responsibility Who takes action? Responsibility inevitably devolved to
 individuals 

equity What kinds of change are
 acceptable? 

How risks (to people, public or
 private infrastructure) are
 unacceptable 

irreversibility How are irreversible impacts
 considered? 

Economic cost of future options lost.
 Asymmetry in loss aversion 

Source: Emma Tompkins 



Emerging themes in adaptation 

1 Role of markets and role of government in 
fair outcome and process 

2 Community, place and identity in decision-
making 

3 Changing social contract in light of climate 
risks 



Critical adaptations 

Water resources 
Property loss  
Health and related impacts 
Nature conservation 
Cultural heritage 

Private goods 

Public goods 



Where markets/compensation/exchange 
work well 

Geographic impacts of climate change 
–   water resources 
–   coasts impacted by sea level rise 

Markets don’t work well for  
–   loss of habitats 
– diffuse impacts 
–   catastrophic climate changes 

Farber (2007) Univ Penn Law Rev 



Issues that limit markets 

Community and identity as social 
externalities 

Loss of non-material and representational 
assets 



N 







“These are established communities, important 

communities. To ignore them is just disgraceful. 

We all accept that there isn’t the money for a 

scheme that could protect for 50 or 100 years. 

But I truly believe that there should be some 

investment in some schemes that are going to 

give us ten or 15 years to actually re-plan the 

whole situation.” 

Local councillor,  

Great Yarmouth, UK 



Abrahamson et al. (2009), Wolf et al. (2010) 

Research with elderly people and carers on heatwave 
(and coldwave) risk, Norwich and London, summer 
2007 and winter 2008 

Survey of elderly vulnerable 
population 

Age 75-94 
n= 103 elderly (n=30 carers) 
Mainly living independently 

At risk population, identified by 
health status 



Highs and lows 
High self efficacy 
•  Feel independent 

and able to manage 
without help 

•  May refuse help 
offered 

•  Overestimate 
capacity to adjust 

 Perpetuate 
vulnerability 

 Unlikely to adjust 

Low self efficacy 
•  Unable to take action 

–  Nothing can be done 
–  Not sure what to do 

•  Distance from issue 

 Contributes to 
vulnerability 

 Reduces ability to 
adapt 



A consensus on principles for government 
intervention for adaptation? 

Protect the vulnerable (but avoid moral hazard) 
Provide public domain information for risk 

assessment 
Protect pure public goods – nature 

conservation, cultural heritage 
Establish institutions for compensation 

BUT perceptions of changing social contract, 
fairness and responsibility?  



Social contract 

•  A real or implicit compact between a civil
 community and the state: defines the
 rights and responsibilities of these groups
 to each other 

•  Contracts legitimate and constrain
 government authority, and secure
 protections for citizens when risks change 



Changing social
 contract 

•  Perceptions of
 responsibility for
 protection, recovery,
 compensation under
 two social contracts? 

•  How are these
 renegotiated after
 events? 

•  What does this say
 about fairness, barriers
 to individual action,
 locus of control, moral
 hazard?  

    Areas affected by 
flooding Nov 2009      
         

 Areas affected by 
strong winds 



Emerging themes in adaptation 

1 Role of markets and role of government in 
fair outcome and process 

2 Community, place and identity in decision-
making 

3 Changing social contract in light of climate 
risks 



Conclusions 

1.  Fairness matters for moral reasons and 
for instrumental reasons  

2.  Fairness matters for instrumental reasons 
of trust, better decisions and outcomes – 
fairness in procedure 

3.  Identity, place, community and fairness 
are measurable phenomena – a case for 
interdisciplinarity 


