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Abstract
Despite the increasing relevance of cross-border flows of goods, capital and people in
shaping risks and opportunities today, we still live in a “bordered” world, where the nation
state plays a key role in planning and governance. Yet, climate change impacts will not
be contained within country borders, meaning that climate change adaptation governance
should also consider “borderless climate risks” that cascade through the international system, in relatively simple or highly complex ways. In this paper, we demonstrate how the
notion of borderless climate risks challenges the dominant territorial framing of adaptation
and its problem structure. To advance knowledge, we ask: why has a territorial framing and
the national and sub-national scales dominated adaptation governance? How do borderless
climate risks challenge this framing and what are possible governance responses? We draw
on constructivist international relations theory and propose that the epistemic community
that developed to interpret climate change adaptation for decision-makers had certain features (e.g. strong environmental sciences foundation, reliance on place-based case study
research) that established and subsequently reinforced the territorial framing. This framing
was then reinforced by an international norm that adaptation was primarily a national or
local responsibility, which has paradoxically also informed calls for international responsibility for funding adaptation. We conclude by identifying types of governance responses
at three different scales—national and bilateral; transnational; international and regional—
and invite more systematic evaluation by the IR community.
Keywords Climate risk · Climate change adaptation · Governance · Epistemic community ·
Norms · UNFCCC
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1 Introduction
Globalization and the importance of borders and nation states have re-entered public debates and imagination in recent years. Whereas some political movements favour a
retreat from multilateralism, unprecedented international connectivity is one of the defining features of the modern world, as well as an objective for many community, country and
business leaders around the world (Khanna 2016). Globalization and hyperconnectivity
present a challenge to strategic planners; how can and should countries act independently,
divide responsibilities among themselves and coordinate their efforts to manage “borderless risks” (Goldin and Mariathasan 2014)?
While climate change is in many regards recognized as a truly global and interconnected
challenge, the vast majority of scholarship on climate change adaptation has so far largely
neglected this governance challenge. Instead, research and practice on adaptation has typically framed climate change impact and vulnerability as highly localized phenomena (see
Barrett 2008; Persson 2011; Khan 2013; Nalau et al. 2015; Magnan and Ribera 2016).
Such a framing implies a corresponding need for territorial adaptation governance, in the
sense of focusing governance efforts on direct climate impacts within the jurisdiction to
contain and adapt to them within territorial borders. Arguably, current adaptation governance thinking posits that adaptation options will and should be understood and developed
at national or sub-national levels, and, at most, funded via international institutions. This
approach to problem structure assumes that actors can adapt in isolation, but this assumption contrasts with emerging evidence of borderless climate risks (Challinor et al. 2017;
Hedlund et al. 2018; Schenker 2012; Otto et al. 2017; Bailey and Wellesley 2017). Little
consideration has been given in the climate change adaptation literature to possible governance approaches for managing climate risk inter-, trans-, or supra-nationally, at bilateral,
regional or even global scales (see Persson and Dzebo 2019).
This paper asks: why has a territorial framing and the national and sub-national scales
dominated adaptation governance? How do borderless climate risks challenge this framing and what are possible governance responses? We define adaptation governance as the
collective efforts of multiple societal actors to address problems, or to reap the benefits,
associated with the impacts of climate change, including the design and use of institutions and the ideas providing a normative underpinning (after Huitema et al. 2016). To
explain the origin and dominance of the territorial perspective and the focus on national
and sub-national adaptation governance, we draw on constructivist international relations
(IR) theory. In particular, we use the concepts of epistemic communities (Haas 1992) and
norm emergence and institutionalization (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Bernstein 2013).
We then call for more engagement by IR scholarship by outlining possible governance
responses to borderless climate risks, organized under three scales: national and bilateral;
transnational; and international and regional responses.
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Apart from an extensive literature review, this review paper is based on interviews and
policy document analysis conducted over the last ten years by both authors as reported in
Persson et al. (2009), Remling and Persson (2015), Hall and Persson (2018), Runhaar et al.
(2018), Hedlund et al. (2018), Benzie (2014), Benzie and John (2015) and Benzie et al.
(2018), and participant observations by both authors at seven Conference of the Parties
(COP) meetings of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), Adaptation Futures conferences, and other adaptation-related science and policy
meetings since 2007.
We aim to make two contributions to the adaptation governance literature generally and
this Special Issue specifically. Although there is a growing literature on the importance
of borderless climate risks, we offer distinct explanations why a territorial perspective
has dominated for so long and, by doing so, pointing at what ideas and practices need to
be overcome for their systematic consideration. Second, IR perspectives are increasingly
being applied when engaging with the long understudied field of climate change adaptation and borderless climate risks (see e.g. Khan 2013; Biermann 2014; Moore 2012; Ciplet
2015; Hall and Persson 2018). However, we try to outline a range of possible governance
options, at various levels (not just international), for a more complete analysis (see also
Banda 2018).
We first provide a brief overview of dominant scales of adaptation governance, followed
by an overview of borderless climate risk and their potential significance. This is followed
by an application of the epistemic communities and norm diffusion concepts, to explain
why a territorial framing has been so dominant. We then look to the future and identify
current efforts to better consider borderless climate risks, to then discuss possible governance responses at different levels and scales and in relation to different IR perspectives.

2 Scales of adaptation to climate change
2.1 Scales and framing of adaptation governance
Looking at dominant conceptualizations of adaptation, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Third Assessment Report defined it as an “adjustment in natural or
human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which
moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities” (IPCC 2001, p. 982). This classic
definition, which endured largely unchanged across the subsequent two assessment reports
(IPCC 2007, 2014), does not specify the scale at which either the “adjustment” or “effects”
will operate. Likewise there is nothing inherent in the definition of climate change impacts
that specifies scale. There is therefore nothing about adaptation a priori that requires either
a local or spatially connected framing or interpretation.
The multi-scale nature of the adaptation challenge is widely recognized in the adaptation literature (Adger 2001; Adger et al. 2005; Keskitalo 2010; Juhola et al. 2011; Noble
et al. 2014; Termeer et al. 2016). It implies that adaptation requires governance across
multiple administrative levels, to facilitate effective actions and sustainable outcomes.
Yet, while the need for multi-level governance is widely recognized, adaptation governance to date has been strongly focused on the national or sub-national levels (see below;
Lesnikowski et al. 2016). This has manifested in two ways. First, most adaptation planning
and governance is undertaken by national-level institutions (Challinor et al. 2018). Second,
to the extent that institutions across levels (international, regional, national, sub-national)
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develop and implement adaptation policy, Banda (2018, p. 1048) argues such policy has a
“decidedly mono-scalar” spatial focus on the domestic scale (national and sub-national).
The IPCC Assessment Reports constitute an indicator of this trend. The 2001 Third
Assessment Report did not include many empirical examples of adaptation governance and
did not discuss scale or level of adaptation planning or governance explicitly (Smit and
Pilifosova 2001). The 2007 Fourth Assessment Report had only one chapter on adaptation,
which discussed “adaptation practices” generally and without a specific focus on scale,
but with a strong national focus in the empirical examples cited (Adger et al. 2007). The
2014 Fifth Assessment Report included more examples and case studies, and conceived
adaptation planning as “occur[ring] at a number of spatial scales including at the national,
regional, city, district, or local community level” (Noble et al. 2014, p. 849)— thus, notably, missing scales above the national. Looking at empirical evidence, it further noted that
“[i]n particular, there is substantial progress in development of national adaptation strategies and plans” (Mimura et al. 2014, pp. 873–874).
National adaptation planning and governance is indeed increasing in response to a steadily growing climate change awareness. OECD countries have increasingly adopted national
adaptation strategies (NASs) (see Ford et al. 2015; OECD 2015; Bauer et al. 2012). Under
the UNFCCC, many developing countries are now in the process of developing National
Adaptation Plans (NAPs) (UNFCCC 2015), which is a planning instrument succeeding the
National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs) (UNFCCC 2016). The 2015 Paris
Agreement introduced a new national reporting mechanism, “adaptation communications”
(Art. 9 and 10). The spending of multilateral funds (e.g. Adaptation Fund, Green Climate
Fund, Pilot Program on Climate Resilience) on adaptation projects on the ground in developing countries also confirms that adaptation is taking place at the national and local levels. In terms of multi-level governance, coordination between national and sub-national
levels has received specific attention in research (Dovers and Hezri 2010; Amundsen et al.
2010; Nalau et al. 2015; Huitema et al. 2016).
Looking above the national level, some references to supra-national scales can be found
in the adaptation literature (Keskitalo 2009; O’Brien and Leichenko 2000), but in general
these are not well elaborated in terms of governance functions. One exception may be found
in the literature that contemplates the governance of adaptation within the European Union
(Keskitalo 2010; Glaas and Juhola 2013; Biesbroek et al. 2010; Remling 2018), which constitutes an almost unique experiment of how a supra-national body can define a role for
itself in governing the adaptation activities of its member states and of communities within
those states, including cross-border regions, such as the Alps, Mediterranean Sea or Baltic
Sea regions (EEA 2017). Other regional examples include the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme and the Caribbean Catastrophic Risk Insurance Facility. However, to
the extent that regional organizations are involved in adaptation governance, it is usually
as an agent of knowledge exchange between member countries, facilitating “good practice”
based on national or sub-national case studies, for example the regional adaptation networks
coordinated by the UN.1 In other words, adaptation governance at regional or international
level still has a domestic policy focus (Banda 2018). In contrast, it is rare to identify cases of
regional cooperation to jointly manage shared climate risks that cross borders.
Overall, despite growing activity around climate change adaptation at multiple levels,
the focus of these efforts has been almost exclusively national or sub-national in scale and
1
For more information on the regional adaptation networks, see the Global Adaptation Network website,
hosted by UNEP at: http://ganadapt.unep.org/index.php/regional-networks.
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the framing has been territorial and place-based. Even in cases that one might expect to
offer precedents for governing borderless risks, for example where institutions already exist
to manage cross-border risks, such as river basin organizations (RBOs) in transboundary
river basins, co-governance of climate risks is rare (Blumstein et al. 2016). Additionally,
even where governance instruments exist to facilitate cross-border collaboration for adaptation, for example the provision within international adaptation finance mechanisms such as
the Adaptation Fund, the overwhelming majority of projects are national or local, rather
than regional.2

2.2 Borderless climate risks
With the territorial framing of adaptation, the focus is on direct climate risks in a given
place. In light of borderless climate risks, this framing is increasingly argued to be insufficient; the additional potential benefits - and beneficiaries - of adaptation, beyond local and
national scales, are not addressed. Indeed, a territorial framing, with nationally or locally
scaled adaptation, may even be futile or harmful (Banda 2018) and serve to “inadvertently
increase systemic risk” (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on Climate Change 2018). Challinor et al. (2017, p. 621) argue that national assessments of climate risk and adaptation have “major blind spots concerning the interaction and amplification of risks and their international dimensions”.
So, what are borderless climate risks, and how significant might they be compared with
direct climate risks within borders? The emerging literature offers concrete examples. Two
of the most common risks identified are food security, through climate-induced disruptions
in global food supply chains, and cross-border climate-induced population displacement and
migration (Challinor et al. 2017; Smith et al. 2018). The 2010–2011 global food price crisis is commonly identified as the clearest example of a food security risk with a climate
dimension. Regarding displacement and migration, recent cases in the USA (New Orleans),
Pakistan and Syria are commonly cited examples. Media reports are now linking migration flows from Central America to the US as climate change related (Blitzer 2019). Water
scarcity, in terms of climate-induced water shortages in transboundary watersheds and river
basins, is another frequently cited and well-established risk (Challinor et al. 2018; Banda
2018; Wilder et al. 2010; Tigre 2019). In terms of ecosystem shifts and extraction of natural
resources, climate-induced species range shifts can be considered a borderless climate risk
(Oppenheimer et al. 2014), which is now being linked to international conflict in the field of
fisheries and marine animal distribution (Pinsky et al. 2018). Climate-induced human health
risks, such as the accelerated spread of vector-borne diseases, have been identified to have
potentially cross-border effects (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on
Climate Change 2018). Overall, these risks can propagate through different pathways: biophysical, trade, financial flows and people, for example (Hedlund et al. 2018).
Diverse concepts and terminologies, drawing on different disciplinary fields, are used
in the academic and policy literature. Considering the broader picture, it has been referred
to as “the international dimension of climate change” (Sentance and Betts 2012) and “the
global context for local impacts” (Liverman 2015). Economic modelling and assessment

2

By April 2019, 8 out of a total 113 projects funded by the Adaptation Fund since its inception were classified by them as regional in scale, i.e. 7%. See https://www.adaptation-fund.org/projects-programmes/proje
ct-information/projects-table-view/.
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Table 1  Top 20 most exposed countries from the TCI Index, based on Hedlund et al. (2018)
Rank Country

TCI Index score Region

Rank Country

TCI Index score Region

1

Jordan

8.11

MENA

11

Egypt

6.78

MENA

2
3
4
5
6
=7
=7
=7
10

Lebanon
Kuwait
United Arab Emirates
Sudan
Netherlands
Mauritania
Belgium
Luxembourg
Malaysia

7.86
7.57
7.43
7.14
7.11
7
7
7
6.89

MENA
MENA
MENA
SSA
Eur
SSA
Eur
Eur
SE Asia

12
13
= 14
= 14
16
= 17
= 17
= 19
= 19

Gambia
Togo
Tajikistan
Swaziland
Liberia
Portugal
Kenya
Maldives
Montenegro

6.75
6.63
6.56
6.56
6.44
6.33
6.33
6.29
6.29

SSA
SSA
CE & C
SSA
SSA
Eur
SSA
SIDS
Eur

Several regions are represented: MENA Middle East and North Africa, SSA Sub-Saharan Africa, Eur
Europe, SE Asia South East Asia, CE&C Central Asia and the Caucasus, SIDS Small Island Developing
States. In comparison, only three regions feature in the top 20 ranked countries of the ND-GAIN index (a
popular measure of territorial or direct vulnerability): SSA, MENA and SIDS (Hedlund et al. 2018)

have used the terms “secondary effects”, “international spillovers” or “cross-boundary
spillovers” (Hunt et al. 2009; Schenker 2012; Roggero et al. 2019). In the climate impacts
literature, and the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report specifically, the effects have been
referred to as “indirect, trans-boundary and long-distance” (Oppenheimer et al. 2014).
Whereas transboundary effects are transmitted over borders between neighbouring countries, “teleconnected” impacts result from more remote links over great distances (Moser
and Hart 2015; Hedlund et al. 2018). Finally, in the literature on global risk, we find terms
such as “systemic risk”, “globally networked risks” and “cascading effects” (see e.g. Helbing 2013; Galaz et al. 2017; Walker et al. 2009) to denote risk that “may be triggered by
concurrent or sequential hazards—which may be chronic or acute in nature—and propagated across time and space where human systems and responses to a trigger amplify rather
than dampen the risks” (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on Climate Change 2018, p. 98). Here, we use the broad term borderless climate risk, to denote
any climate risk that crosses national borders in its transmission, whether in a transboundary or teleconnected way. This term does not include systemic risk with cascading effects
between sectors that stay within national borders.
Due to methodological barriers, it is difficult to assess the significance and cost of omitting borderless climate risk when planning and governing adaptation. However, existing
models and evidence suggest that costs can be significant and even in the same order of
magnitude as the direct impacts facing a country (Schenker 2012; Paul Watkiss Associates 2012)—or even higher for some developed countries (PWC 2013). A recent assessment concluded that “the likelihood and costs of [climate-related] systemic risk tend to be
understated” (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on Climate Change
2018, p. 137). Another study of critical “chokepoints” in global food trade concluded that
climate change is increasing the risk that these chokepoints will be disrupted, implying significant global cascading effects (Bailey and Wellesley 2017).
Importantly, borderless climate risk is not an exclusively or even predominantly rich
country problem, although high-income countries have generally advanced further in
assessing them. By constructing an index of country exposure to “transnational climate
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impacts”, Hedlund et al. (2018) find that many low-income countries are highly exposed.
The top twenty most exposed countries are an eclectic mix of Middle Eastern, Sub-Saharan African and small European countries (Table 1). Of special concern is that some lowincome, fragile states in Sub-Saharan Africa are suffering “double exposure” to both direct
climate impacts and borderless climate risk.
The increasing significance of borderless climate risk points towards a paradox in the
way climate change is framed. On the one hand, climate change is held up as the archetype
of a truly “global” problem (see e.g. Barrett 2007). And yet, the problem that we need to
adapt to is usually seen as a local phenomenon, or locally manifested. Without denying
the local manifestation of climate change, this paper seeks to shine a light on the connections between places that make the problem of adaptation something more than just a local
problem.

3 Why has adaptation been framed as a territorial issue?
Before discussing the implications of borderless climate risks for adaptation governance,
and charting paths forward, it is necessary to understand why adaptation research and practice adopted a territorial framing to begin with. This will help elucidate what institutions
and practices would need to be changed in order to better incorporate borderless climate
risk. Here, we draw on constructivist IR and use two well-established concepts: epistemic
communities, and norm emergence and institutionalization.

3.1 The emergence of an epistemic community around adaptation
An epistemic community is defined by Haas (1992, p. 3) as “a network of professionals
with recognized expertise and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative
claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area”. This is a useful
concept for explaining the (non-)formation of international and transnational governance
responses under conditions of uncertainty, such as for climate change, since “how states
identify their interests and recognize the latitude of actions deemed appropriate in specific
issue-areas of policymaking are functions of the manner in which the problems are understood by the policymakers or are represented by those to whom they turn for advice under
conditions of uncertainty” (p. 2). Professionals in an epistemic community share normative
and causal beliefs, notions of validity, and a common policy enterprise. The role of the
community in policy coordination is to articulate the cause-and-effect relationship of complex problems, help states identify their interests, frame the issues for collective debate,
propose specific policies, and identify salient points for negotiation—in a process moving
from uncertainty, through interpretation, to institutionalization.
We propose that an epistemic community of adaptation scholars and planners developed relatively quickly starting in the 1990s, with the IPCC process as an important forum.
It managed to institutionalize its policy claims, which were almost exclusively concerned
with direct, local impacts and territorial adaptation. A set of circumstances then reinforced
this dominant interpretation, and not until relatively recently has the community diversified
and fragmented.
Climate change impacts, vulnerability and adaptation (or “IVA”) is a relatively young
research field, which was charged with quickly moving from uncertainty to interpretation.
The first two IPCC Assessment Reports had no dedicated assessment of adaptation (McG
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Tegart et al. 1990; Watson et al. 1995). It was not until the third Assessment Report in
2001 that Working Group II was dedicated exclusively to impacts, vulnerability and adaptation (McCarthy et al. 2001), recognizing both the increasing policy relevance of such
research, as well as a substantial growth in content.
The rapidity of the rise in IVA research, mediated through the IPCC, is important
because the problem framing that emerged in the early period has dominated and shaped
the field (Grothmann 2014; Moore 2012). An “impact” approach came to dominate adaptation rather than a “vulnerability” approach (Schipper and Burton 2009). Further, early on,
climate change was labelled as an environmental problem (Incropera 2015). Environmental
sciences played a large role in bringing climate change science to the attention of policymakers. They also played a large role in early efforts to explore the potential impacts of climate change. In particular, the insights provided by modelling studies dominated early scientific innovations and policy discussions (see also Mahony and Hulme 2012). The shared
causal belief was that better climate impact knowledge was a critical factor for adaptation
and it was thus seen as a key objective in adaptation governance.
Early IPCC and national assessments of climate change impacts typically focused on
issues such as flooding and drought, crop failure, heat stress, changing disease patterns,
biodiversity loss and critical infrastructure failure, reflecting the intersection of research
generated by hydrology, agriculture science, biology and engineering departments, and
their integration with climate modelling. For example, hydrological models and ecosystem
models made use of new projections of changes in temperature, precipitation and humidity
from global climate models. In terms of proposing policies, a combination of engineering
and infrastructure adaptations, alongside more traditional environmental interventions, was
assumed to offer solutions to climate risk. To address national and sub-national impacts
and adaptation options, the epistemic community tended to promote downscaling of global
climate models where the “system boundary” was defined as the national border, if not a
more local scale, thus perpetuating the impacts-focused, territorial approach to adaptation
as a “local” undertaking (cf. Weisser et al. 2014).
A number of factors contributed to further institutionalizing and reinforcing this
approach. Early insights into climate impacts were first adopted by environment ministries
(as opposed to the finance, foreign affairs, trade, civil affairs), who typically held responsibilities for managing ecosystems and water resources, while being staffed by individual
experts who were familiar with the results of environmental sciences (see also Massey
and Huitema 2012). As Haas (1992) notes, “professionalized bureaucracies” are more
likely to seek, reinforce and act on knowledge that is familiar to them. It would be some
years before social sciences engaged meaningfully in climate impacts research, by which
time the “environmental” character of climate change adaptation had to some extent been
institutionalized.
Further, there has also been a big focus in the adaptation field on peer-to-peer learning and case study research, particularly in policy-facing projects, which indicates a
shared notion of validity. For example, national and local governments often emulated the
approach of early movers and peers that were seen as “successful” (Ribeiro et al. 2009).
Some countries established learning platforms for adaptation that provided data and information about climate impacts and developed and shared case studies as a key learning tool,
for example the UK Climate Impacts Programme and KomPass in Germany. Multiple similar learning platforms have been set up by the UNFCCC and other international organizations (Hall and Persson 2018). Given the relative novelty of the adaptation policy challenge, case study-based learning is logical, but it reinforces current practices, including the
territorial approach.
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Perpetuating this trend, adaptation research has increasingly striven to be demand-led
(Klein and Juhola 2014). Again, while suitable for many reasons, the demand for adaptation knowledge largely came from a limited group of environmental policy-makers and
bureaucrats. There has been a seemingly strong preference shown by decision-makers for
quantitative information as a way to reduce uncertainty, which may have guided attention
to more easily quantifiable impacts. This reflects many trends, including pressure on decision-makers to pursue “evidence-based” policies, the tradition of relying on quantitative
analysis in environmental sciences, and the “reassurance of numbers” when dealing with
the level of uncertainty implied by future climate change. Commenting on climate change
more broadly, Mahony and Hulme (2012, p. 197) argue there has been an “epistemic
hegemony of [model-based] simulation”. Finally, the focus on direct and local impacts in
adaptation planning may also be explained by the traditional technocratic and “depoliticized” approach adopted by many countries in which adaptation was separated from processes of social change (Schultz and Siriwardane 2015; Remling 2018).
In summary, the epistemic community that evolved around adaptation was a multi-disciplinary and innovative science-policy endeavour, but rooted in environmental sciences. As
a result, its focus was on local impacts and territorial adaptation. Its authoritative claim to
policy-relevant knowledge meant that governance responses to borderless climate risks—
whether at supranational level or unilateral action by states—were not defined as critical to
state interests. As a consequence, adaptation governance at levels above the national has
been weak (see Hall and Persson 2018).
The character of this epistemic community was appropriate in many ways (direct and
local climate impacts are severe and require adaptation), but it was not inevitable. Alternative disciplines, such as systems theory, network analysis, macro-economics, agent based
modelling, foresight science, human geography and political science, could have been utilized more to explore the nature of vulnerability to climate change or the scope of adaptation, in ways that may have embraced borderless climate risks. The relative absence of
strong rival claims to knowledge explains why the territorial adaptation epistemic community was so effective and influential during this formative period: “[i]n less politically
motivated cases, epistemic communities have a greater hand in the various stages of the
policymaking process” (Haas 1992, p. 16).
Once epistemic communities are established, Haas points out their “reluctance to deal
with policy agendas outside their common policy enterprise” (1992, p. 20). Only relatively
recently has demand for knowledge about borderless climate risk and associated adaptation
options accelerated among policy-makers. Indeed, it is important to recognize that epistemic communities evolve and that “progressively more accurate characterizations of the
world are consensually formulated” over time (ibid., p. 23). The sixth IPCC Assessment
Report due in 2021 will be an important indicator of such a changing framing.

3.2 Institutionalizing the norm that adaptation is a local and national
responsibility
Once an issue has been interpreted and framed by an epistemic community, its institutionalization can also be studied as a process of norm emergence and diffusion at the level
of international institutions. The role of norms for encapsulating and embedding framings
of problems within international treaties and declarations has been widely studied in
the global environmental governance literature, but less examined in the field of climate
change adaptation (for an exception, see Moore 2012).

13

378

M. Benzie, Å. Persson

Norms define appropriate behaviour of actors and asign rights and responsibilities,
and, as such, have constitutive, regulative and deontic functions (Finnemore and Sikkink
1998; Bernstein 2013). They further legitimate and delegitimate institutional forms. Norms
emerge and diffuse at multiple levels, but “the importance of norms in global politics
comes from their institutionalization, which makes them ‘collective’ or part of social structure” (Bernstein 2013, p. 128). The degree of institutionalization determines how likely
it is that the norm is contested and “the ability of the norm to (re)define state or other
key actors’ interests” (ibid.). Importantly, norms can not only produce desirable results and
underpin strong institutions, but can also produce undesirable results and result in vacuous
institutions (Dimitrov 2005). Finally, a norm’s life-cycle involves emergence, cascading
(unleashed by a tipping point), and internalization (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998) (here, we
use the term institutionalization for the third stage).
Considering the UNFCCC context as the most important arena for norm-setting in relation to adaptation, we propose here that the norm of adaptation as a primarily local and/
or national concern and responsibility became firmly institutionalized at an early stage of
international climate politics, which reinforced the framing of territorial adaptation put forward by the dominant epistemic community (see above). Although we agree with Moore
(2012, p. 33) that there is “no firmly embedded set of norms yet governing [the] implementation [of adaptation]” in the negotiations (e.g. relating to what kind of adaptation is prioritized or how much adaptation is “adequate”), we argue that a norm specifically regulating appropriate scale and responsible government level was indeed firmly established and
institutionalized. This norm was further diffused to - and institutionalized by - countries,
and not contested until the preparations for the Paris Agreement.
This norm emerged with the establishment of the 1992 UNFCCC Convention text: “All
Parties shall… formulate, implement, publish and regularly update national and, where
appropriate, regional programmes containing measures to mitigate climate change… and
measures to facilitate adequate adaptation to climate change” (Article 4.1(b), our italics).
National governments (i.e. Parties) were thus seen as the responsible agents to facilitate
adaptation and to develop national (and possibly regional) programmes. This norm was in
line with the broader norm in global environmental governance since 1972 to protect and
promote state sovereignty (Bernstein 2013).
A “tipping point” for norm cascading and institutionalization was the requirement for
Parties to include adaptation in their National Communications (NCs) to the UNFCCC
(Article 12.1). NCs are due every fourth year, with special guidelines for Annex I and nonannex I countries, respectively.3 The official guidance refers to reporting on national vulnerability assessment and national adaptation measures, and leeway is given to use “methodologies and guidelines they consider better able to reflect their national situation”.4 The
technical guidelines referred to are agnostic about geographical scale of climate impacts as
well as adaptation options (see Carter et al. 1994; Feenstra et al. 1998), but the UNFCCC
context meant that the national scale was dominant.
The national scale was further institutionalized with the introduction of NAPAs5 in
2001, a vehicle by which Least Developed Countries received financial support to prioritize adaptation options, to be put forward for funding by the Global Environment Facility.

3
4
5

Decision 4/CP.5 and Decision 17/CP.18.
Decision 17/CP.18, p. 7.
Decision 5/CP.7 and 7/CP.7.
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A series of national planning provisions have followed. NAPAs were succeeded by NAPs6
in 2010 as a vehicle for all developing countries to plan adaptation and receive financial
support for the process of doing so. Both NAPAs and NAPs act as foundations for national
governments to seek multilateral and bilateral funding for adaptation measures. NAPAs
and NAPs have a clear national scope, with technical guidance that refers to, inter alia,
the importance of being country-driven, providing country background information, consulting with national stakeholders, and aligning with other national development strategies
(Least Developed Countries Expert Group 2002, 2012). The guidance asks as key questions: “Which climatic patterns in the country, according to observed data, are most important in terms of adjustment, adaptation or acclimatization of social systems? What risks
does climate change hold for the country?” (p. 56, our italics).
This norm privileging the national-level and territorial framing cascaded through the
international system, with OECD countries starting to develop NASs in 2005 and the European Commission encouraging their development by member states from 2009 (see above).
At the same time as this norm—underpinned by principles of state sovereignty and
subsidiarity—served to “scale down” adaptation governance responsibilities in the international system, efforts were also made from an early stage to “scale up” adaptation to
the international level (cf. Gupta 2008). Specifically, these efforts were about recognizing
an international responsibility to provide financial support for undertaking adaptation at a
national or local level in developing countries. The norm that developed countries should
support adaptation in developing countries was institutionalized already in the Convention
(Articles 4.3 and 4.4). It became further elevated with time, through the Bali Action Plan
and the Copenhagen Accord (see e.g. Verheyen 2002; Khan and Roberts 2013). Moore
(2012) describes this as an “adaptation as development” norm being contested by an “adaptation as restitution” norm. Note, however, that the intention of this international responsibility was to fund adaptation, not do adaptation—i.e. a means to an end.
Clearly, this norm of international responsibility to fund adaptation has been at least partly
successful, through the establishment of multilateral funding institutions such as the Adaptation Fund, the Green Climate Fund, Least Developed Countries Fund, Special Climate
Change Funds, and the Pilot Program on Climate Resilience. However, the focus of these
funds is still primarily on adaptation at the national level, with national governments as key
agents and as eligible entities to seek funding or endorse applications. It could be argued that
international adaptation finance institutions engage in not only funding adaptation but also
governing how adaptation is practiced, through the rules pertaining to eligible and desirable
adaptation activities. The extent to which this is the case needs further empirical analysis, but
in the context of the argument made here, it seems that the territorial and national-level framing of adaptation still holds, even if it is governed from an international level.
In the context of adaptation funding, the norm outlined above: that adaptation is a local
and national responsibility, seems to have been reinforced by another norm, namely the
need to demonstrate causality and attribute adaptation measures solely to impacts resulting from climate change and nothing else. For example, applicants to the Adaptation Fund
need to demonstrate the vulnerability of local communities to place-based impacts, and
local climate change projections are encouraged (Remling and Persson 2015). Adaptation
funding from the Global Environment Facility initially required applicants to demonstrate
and cost “additionality”, i.e. the additional level of investment needed to make a project
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adapted - not to climate variability, but to climate change (Klein and Möhner 2009). The
importance of highlighting the “climate rationale” behind adaptation finance continues to
be emphasized in international processes that govern adaptation, most noticeably at the
Green Climate Fund (GCF 2018). It is easier to establish a causal link between key risks
or proposed adaptation measures and “direct” impacts within country borders than it is to
attribute them to spatially more diffuse and borderless climate risks (cf. Challinor et al.
2018).
Thus, it appears that the norm that adaptation is a local and national responsibility
was effectively diffused and institutionalized within the UNFCCC regime, and cascaded
beyond it. While this norm, and the norm of international responsibility for funding adaptation, have been strongly institutionalized (although the latter more contested, see Moore
2012), an overarching norm spelling out what kind of and how much adaptation should be
undertaken is conspicuously missing. This is particularly clear when compared to norms
regarding climate mitigation (Hall and Persson 2018). It has similarities with the findings
by Dimitrov (2005) regarding the creation of an international forestry institution. This
institution was rather the result of a “norm of environmental multilateralism”, defined as
“the collective expectation that governments address global ecological issues in a collective, multilateral manner” (p. 3), rather than clear norms regarding appropriate forestry
behaviour. While we would not characterize international adaptation institutions as “hollow”, after Dimitrov, it can certainly be argued that they are characterised by ambiguity.
In the lead-up to negotiations of a post-2020 agreements, however, the norm that adaptation is only a local or national responsibility was questioned by scholars pointing to, inter
alia, the importance of borderless climate risks (Khan 2013; Magnan et al. 2015; Khan and
Roberts 2013; Ford et al. 2015), as well as by Parties in the regime. After lobbying by the
African Group and parts of civil society, the Paris Agreement now includes a “global goal”
on adaptation (Article 7.1) and adaptation is for the first time explicitly recognized as a
“global challenge faced by all with local, subnational, national, regional and international
dimensions” (Article 7.2, emphasis added). This indicates that consideration of borderless
climate risk might increase and adaptation may become framed in less territorial ways.
While we clearly see opportunities in the tentative evolution of the scale-framing of
adaptation from national to supra-national, it is also worthwhile to point out the potential
dangers or pitfalls of re-framing adaptation in this way. Equity, historical responsibility
and support for the most vulnerable countries have been the key rationales for international cooperation on adaptation, especially in the pre-Paris era (Khan and Roberts 2013).
At least in theory, there is a danger that a borderless framing of climate risk stimulates
countries to adopt an approach to cooperation on adaptation that is based solely on narrow
self-interest, for example by prioritizing the allocation of bilateral adaptation finance in
ways that minimize the donor’s own exposure to borderless climate risks. This would be an
undesirable outcome. It may, for example, lead to the diversion of limited adaptation funds
to countries with strategic links to donor countries (e.g. middle income countries that are
key high value exporters), rather than the most vulnerable countries, who may be relatively
less connected to donors (e.g. at lower tiers of supply chains). Vigilance is therefore needed
to ensure that the adoption of a borderless framing does not undermine the primacy of
equity and other rationales for international cooperation on adaptation (see also Roggero
et al. 2019, for a distinction between an ethical rationale vs. a cross-boundary spillover
rationale). Instead, a borderless framing should be seen as an additional rationale for why
increased cooperation and investments in global adaptation are necessary and worthwhile.
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4 Implications for governing borderless climate risks
Other theoretical perspectives could provide complementary or alternative explanations of
the dominance of the territorial framing of adaptation where borderless climate risks do
not fit easily. For example, border studies in political geography describe the role of the
state in simplifying complexity and how borders help bring order to analysis and governance (Scott 1998; Newman 2006; see also Beck and Sznaider 2010; Beck et al. 2013). Further, the concept of “institutional fit” developed in the social-ecological systems literature
notes the discrepancy between environment risks and the governance mechanisms called
upon to manage those risks (see e.g. Cox 2012; Folke et al. 2007). Our main point here is
that adaptation is an ambiguous policy challenge and, as such, issue framing disproportionately shapes the kinds of governance choices that are preferred and pursued (Massey et al.
2015; Huitema et al. 2016).
Additionally, the sheer complexity implied by “non-territorial” framings of adaptation
cannot be underestimated as an explanatory factor of the dominance of more place-based
approaches. Understanding globally networked risk is not an easy undertaking for research,
and adaptation assessments typically need to balance depth and breadth (Feenstra et al.
1998). Basing policy decisions on framings of risks as networked and global also poses
challenges of additional and deep uncertainty, increasing the likelihood that decision-makers will prefer simpler framings of the same issue.
As alluded to above, we observe in recent years increasing contestation of the territorial framing of adaptation and increasing interest in understanding borderless climate risks.
First, the epistemic community is arguably being expanded to include more economics,
supply chain analysis, finance, migration and security expertise (see national assessments
referred to below). Second, the norm that adaptation is a local and national responsibility is
being challenged, both (i) from within the climate regime, through the explicit recognition
of adaptation as also a global-scale challenge in the Paris Agreement, and (ii) from outside
the climate regime, through the interest from security institutions in climate risk (Dellmuth
et al. 2018) and ideas concerning global risk management more generally (see e.g. Galaz
et al. 2017; Helbing 2013; World Economic Forum 2019). Based on these observations,
and drawing on Khan’s (2016) seminal discussion of adaptation governance through key
IR perspectives, we outline below some of the main options for increasing the consideration of borderless climate risk in adaptation governance: national and bilateral governance;
transnational governance; and international and regional governance. These complementary options are summarized in Table 2. We call on the IR scholarship, as well as adaptation policy community, to engage in more in-depth evaluation of these options.

4.1 National and bilateral governance responses
Taking a realist perspective, and assuming that states are sovereign and unitary rational
actors that maximize their interests in world politics, national governments choose whether
or not to engage with borderless climate risks in their national adaptation planning. Taking action would depend on the perceived cost-benefit ratio of adapting to borderless climate risks. From a liberalist perspective, where peace and harmony among states is seen as
important for well-functioning markets, a laissez-faire approach towards borderless climate
risks can be justified. This perspective appears to align with the idea of autonomous adaptation, i.e. that markets will automatically adapt to changing risks and opportunities (see
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Transnational

National assessment of risk exposure and
adaptation options
Increase national self-sufficiency to buffer
risks (e.g. food storage, increase domestic
production) through economic incentives,
regulation or information campaigns
Bilateral science-policy learning and assessment around transboundary climate risks
Bilateral cooperation agreements with
strategic countries/partners to ensure stable
supply of goods, services and capital, or
management of transboundary risks (e.g.
investment agreements, land procurement,
strategic use of development aid)

National and/or bilateral

Liberalism: states take no action but rely on
markets and institutions to autonomously
adapt

States take no action
Private sector plan for substitute suppliers
and products
States facilitate market development for new
substitute products
Cosmopolitanism: states and non-state actors Non-state actors engage voluntarily in local
or transnational adaptation initiatives to
alike incorporate adaptation as a key feature
reduce the impact of borderless climate risk
of global order and a shared morality
Non-state actors lobby for the norm of adapConstructivism: states and non-state actors
tation as a GPG
alike establish a new norm: framing adaptation as a global public good (GPG)

Realism: states individually govern adaptation, within their jurisdiction

Examples of governance responses

Scale of governance response Theoretical underpinnings

Table 2  Options for increasing consideration of borderless climate risk in adaptation governance

Increasing awareness and improving evidence
base of borderless climate risks
Improving foresight capacity and long-term
planning, within government and within
private sector
Increasing awareness and improving evidence
base of borderless climate risks
Improving foresight capacity and long-term
planning, among non-state actors
Establishing a new norm in competition with
norms around subsidiarity and reduced
global governance
Allocating (scarce) resources between adapting to direct, territorial climate risks versus
borderless climate risks

Increasing awareness and improving evidence
base of borderless climate risks
Improving foresight capacity and long-term
planning of national governments in general
Defining responsibilities -responsibility to
adapt to borderless climate risk may fall
through cracks of ministry portfolios (e.g.
fiscal, environmental, defense, civil emergencies, agriculture, health, financial markets,
migration)
Difficult goal conflicts with ideals and nonclimate policy goals, e.g. free trade, free
movement, principles of aid effectiveness
Allocating (scarce) resources between adapting to direct, territorial climate risks versus
borderless climate risks

Challenges
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Increasing awareness and improving evidence
base of borderless climate risks
Improving foresight capacity and long-term
planning, among non-state actors
Establishing a new norm in competition with
norms around subsidiarity and reduced
global governance
Resource needs (staff capacity, negotiation
time, etc.) to reform institutional designs
Mainstreaming climate risk and adaptation in
institutions with other primary objectives

Reform existing international adaptation
governance under UNFCCC to encompass
borderless climate risk
Establish collective risk monitoring, using
existing institutions
Expand mandates of existing institutions
to support adaptation to and mitigate
transmission of borderless climate risk
(e.g. Food and Agriculture Organization,
World Trade Organization, World Health
Organization)
Regional institutions to coordinate regional
adaptation to transboundary climate risk
(see Roggero et al. 2019; Tigre 2019)

International and regional

Liberal institutionalism: states design new or
modify existing institutions to jointly adapt
to borderless climate risks, international or
regional level

Challenges

Examples of governance responses

Scale of governance response Theoretical underpinnings

Table 2  (continued)
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e.g. Juliá and Duchin 2007). Neither of these courses of action necessitate a contestation of
the dominant norm at the international level, that adaptation is primarily national or local.
We identify three types of national and bilateral responses to governing borderless climate risks: undertaking national assessments of risks, exposure and governance options
(see below); arranging bilateral science-policy social learning processes (Wilder et al.
2010); and developing informal or formal bilateral cooperation agreements with countries
that may transmit risk or offer positive adaptation spillovers (e.g. investment agreements,
land procurement, strategic use of development aid) (Schenker and Stephan 2014). The latter option is similar to the idea of “side payments” or “issue linkage” (Roggero et al. 2019).
Note that these are just types of responses, and the extent to which they avoid sub-optimal
or mal-adaptation for either the country in question or the international system depends on
the design of concrete governance measures.
As an initial response, national assessments are now being increasingly undertaken by
countries, under different banners and of varying official status: Finland (Kankaanpää and
Carter 2007), Canada (Bruce and Haites 2008), the UK (Hunt et al. 2009; Government
Office for Science 2011; Paul Watkiss Associates 2012; PWC 2013; Challinor et al. 2018),
Sweden (Andersson et al. 2016), Kenya (Government of Kenya 2012), Nauru (Government of the Republic of Nauru 2015), the USA (Smith et al. 2018), Norway (Climate Risk
Commission 2018) and China (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on
Climate Change 2018). From these, we make a few observations: quantification of transnational impacts has proven difficult; a variety of methodological approaches have been
taken, relying to varying degrees on climate science as a starting point, or assessments of
national characteristics that may increase exposure to borderless risks; all studies call for
more research and note the limits of existing evidence; and few of the studies make concrete recommendations for adaptation to borderless climate risks based on their analysis.
We propose that a systemic barrier needs to be addressed to further enhance national
and bilateral governance of borderless climate risks. Nation states have not typically been
successful in developing functions and clear responsibilities for managing external risks at
the strategic level. Many governments work to short policy cycles, and powerful ministries
are therefore more concentrated on short-term risks. Recognizing this shortfall, several
governments have created foresight functions to perform “horizon scanning” and strategic
risk functions. However, many of these exist temporarily, outside the established Departmental structure of government, and rarely do they outlast the governments or political
leaders who first established them, something which has been identified as a major weakness for strategic risk foresight by WEF (2016).

4.2 Transnational responses
From a cosmopolitan perspective, Khan (2016, p. 18) argues that a more globalized framing of adaptation goes together with ideas of a “global order based on justice, human rights
and international law” and “one in which non-state actors play an increasingly important role”. He proposes, adding a constructivist perspective, a new norm of considering
adaptation as a global public good (GPG). GPGs would be defined broadly, as not only
global natural commons but also human-made (global networks, knowledge, international
regimes) and policy outcomes and conditions (peace, security, financial stability) (Kaul
et al. 1999, in Khan 2016). Note that this definition is much more expansive than that proposed by Roggero et al. (2019), in that adaptation could contribute to the provision of these
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GPGs rather than constituting a GPG itself (through cross-boundary spillovers). Many borderless risks (but not necessarily all) would fall within this definition.
Clearly, such a norm would drastically redefine interests of states and of international
institutions, but also—arguably—many non-state actors’ interest. Non-state actors with an
interest in borderless climate risk, as an element of adaptation as a GPG, could include:
businesses, whose cross-border supply chains are at risk (see e.g. CDP 2019); investors and
financial institutions, whose overseas investments are at risk (see e.g. TCFD 2017); nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), whose work focuses on global commons or particular
places that are at high risk. Non-state actors can also play a role in promoting such a norm
towards a tipping point where it could potentially become more formally institutionalized
(see below; cf. Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Aside from a cosmopolitan and constructivist perspective implying that non-state actors engage out of a normative concern, there may
also be functional rationales in that state actors are not fulfilling certain governance functions (Chan and Amling 2019).
Considering that states have limitations in governing long-term and complex risks (see
above), we identify a significant role for non-state actors in the governance of borderless
climate risks, to engage in transnational governance (with or without state actors). We further identify two types of responses. First, with an increased awareness of borderless climate risks and their dependencies upon global commons, we can expect more non-state
actors to take governance initiatives that cross borders, through transnational partnerships
(see Chan and Amling 2019; Dzebo 2019). Second, non-state actors are already engaging
in transnational adaptation governance, but with a focus on direct climate risks and impacts
within country borders (Dzebo and Stripple 2015; Papin 2019). Thus, they operate already
within the territorial framing of adaptation. Such de facto governance arrangements, while
sometimes not addressing borderless climate risks, can help sensitize non-traditional, nonstate actors to adaptation and to gradually expand their scope when undertaking climate
risk assessment to increasingly consider also borderless risks.

4.3 International and regional governance responses
Finally, taking a liberal institutionalist perspective, it strongly matters whether new norms
are accepted and embedded in international institutions (at global or regional level), since
these institutions are considered to be “a force in global politics” (Khan 2016, p. 16). The
global goal on adaptation, now embedded under the UNFCCC, may more effectively incorporate borderless climate risk in the framing of adaptation and even contribute to the institutionalization of a new norm of adaptation as a GPG. However, it is yet too early to say,
since the follow-up and manifestation of this goal will not become evident until the first
“global stock-take” in 2023 (Hall and Persson 2018).
Whereas regional governance of borderless climate risks seems to evolve more naturally and can be modelled on existing transboundary cooperation (e.g. around shared water
resources) (see Roggero et al. 2019; Tigre 2019), two overarching questions of institutional
design at the international level arise as the territorial framing of adaptation is increasingly
contested. First, what kind of powers should be afforded to international governance initiatives and how strong should they be? Here, we see a difference between arguments for a
separate adaptation protocol (Khan 2013) and for an “optimal” approach characterized by
the subsidiarity principle and avoidance of “over-reach” and overlap with existing international law (Banda 2018). Second, to what extent should existing climate change-oriented
international institutions (i.e. the UNFCCC) be strengthened, as opposed to mainstreaming
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of climate adaptiveness as a horizontal norm across all international institutions in multiple
sectors (Biermann 2014)?
These overarching questions require more IR - as well as multi-disciplinary-research.
But we nevertheless pragmatically identify three broad types of international governance
responses. First, existing instruments and provisions under the UNFCCC can be reformed
to better encompass borderless climate risk. This includes, e.g. broadening the scope of
NAPs, Adaptation Communications and NC guidance; ensuring assessment of borderless
climate risk in the global stock-take by Parties and third Parties; and ensuring expertise in
the Adaptation Committee (Benzie et al. 2018). Second, collective risk monitoring can be
intensified in existing institutions responsible for specific issue areas (e.g. FAO for food
security) (Committee on Climate Change and China Expert Panel on Climate Change
2018). Third, significantly stronger mandates or new institutions can be considered. For
example, we note that the UN Security Council has increasingly referred to climate security and central banks are called upon to prepare for climate risk. Already, multiple governance domains are engaging with climate risk to their respective issue areas, e.g. migration,
development, security, disaster risk and reduction, health (see e.g. Dellmuth et al. 2018;
Hall 2015). This is far from the “legal transformation” model put forward by Galaz et al.
(2014), but may represent incremental change.

5 Conclusion
With the increasing recognition of borderless climate risks, adaptation governance is confronting new questions about design and effectiveness. The aim of this paper was to explain
why the territorial framing of adaptation has dominated for so long, and what the governance responses might be to better deal with borderless climate risks. In summary, we
propose that the epistemic community that developed to interpret climate change adaptation for decision-makers had certain features (e.g. strong environmental sciences foundation, reliance on place-based case study research) that established and subsequently reinforced the territorial framing. This framing was then reinforced by an international norm
that adaptation was primarily a national or local responsibility, which has paradoxically
also informed calls for international responsibility for funding adaptation. Not until relatively recently has this framing and associated norm been contested, but now momentum is
growing for a more diversified governance approach. In this paper, we sketched governance
responses at three different levels—national and bilateral; transnational; international and
regional—and invite more systematic evaluation by the IR community.
The prospects for improved governance of borderless climate risks are mixed. On the
positive side, demand for knowledge on borderless risks is increasing and the forthcoming
sixth IPCC Assessment Report looks likely to synthesise knowledge on this topic, serving
as a milestone for its emergence in wider governance discussions. There is interest among
various countries, research funders, donors and UNFCCC bodies to investigate the implications of this topic. The upcoming first global stock-take in 2023 could be another milestone
showcasing governance activities and policy implications. On the other hand, the burden
of administrative and research work required for what this paper calls territorial adaptation
is already overwhelming for many countries. Starting to consider adaptation to borderless
risks is perhaps a step too far for some, while the prospects of adding this topic to the
busy negotiating agenda under the UNFCCC are perhaps low. For this reason, we argue
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that concerted efforts to assess borderless climate risks must be matched by comprehensive
capacity-building, in particular to support parts of the world facing “double exposure”.
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