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Governance models are required to adapt to climate 
change and enhance the resilience of urban areas. 
In this regard, the adaptation pathway emerges as 

an innovative and flexible approach that fosters 
iterative and adaptive governance and addressess 
climate uncertainty challenges. 

Policymaking in the face of future uncertainty 

Conventionally, policymakers address problems 
following a similar process to Newton’s third law, 
action-reaction. Meaning that once the problem has 
arisen, a solution is sought. Recently more refined 
planning strategies have been developed: such as 
‘predict and act’ or ‘Static Robust Policymaking’. 
Nonetheless, an assessment must be made to 
establish if these strategies adequately plan for 
urban resilience in the face of climate change. In the 

light of climate uncertainty, and urban complexity, 
adaptive policymaking  has a lot of potential as an 
alternative approach of planning and may help to 
support the progressive deployment of resilience 
measures based on climate tipping points.

This fact sheet presents a flexible methodology 
for supporting adaptive policy making called: The 
Adaptation Pathway 

What is an Adaptation Pathway?

Projections envision more periodic intense or 
extreme climatic events in Europe due to climate 
change. Thus, governments need effective ways to 
protect the urban environment, citizens, and the 
natural environment. Adaptive policymaking is an 
approach for designing policies under uncertainty. 
The Adaptation Pathway is a type of adaptive policy 

making, which presents different flexible adaptation 
scenarios that can be explored and implemented 
dependent on how climate and its impacts evolve. 
Therefore, it is a way to deal with complex and 
uncertain problems rather than providing a definitive 
answer to that problem at the outset.

What makes the Adaptation Pathway unique? 

Five features characterize, and distinguish adaptation 
pathways compared to other planning methods: 

• Threshold analysis as impact assessment: A 
critical threshold is reached when a situation 
is untenable, or the society perceives it as 
undesirable.

• Adaptation tipping point (or turning point): 
Determines a point where climate change is 

irreversible (point of no return), and thus a 
threshold value is reached.

• Appraisal: The values by which adaptation 
options will be ranked such as; the 
environmental, institutional, and economic 
factors which help to sequence the adaptation 
options over time. 



• Timing: The adaptation option implementation 
timing combines distinct periods: mid-term and 
long-term (Figure 3)

• Flexibility, which makes it suitable under 
conditions of high uncertainty.

The Adaptation Pathway is structured based on four 
main steps (Figure 1). 

1  This tool aims at developing, implementing and monitoring climate change adaptation plans

Step 1 defines the objectives to analyse the context. 

Step 2 identifies the adaption options and their 
effectiveness.  This step covers step 3 and 4 from the 
Urban Adaptation Support Tool.1

Step 3 develops adaptation pathway alternatives, 
and; 

Step 4 assesses and selects the recommended 
pathway.

Figure 1. Visualizes the steps followed in the adaptation pathway approach applied to the BILBAO case study. 
Sourced from Tecnalia RESIN Project https://resin-cities.eu/resources/cityreports/bilbao/ This work was 
supported by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under grant agreement 
no. 653522 (RESIN−Climate Resilient Cities and Infrastructures project).

Furthermore, the Adaptation Pathway methodology 
incorporates three vital points compared to other 
methodologies:

1. Aggregation of adaptation options (Figure 2), 
build a set of adaptation options which are called 
adaptation pathway alternatives.

2. Assessment of effectiveness to overcome the 
threshold (semi-quantitatively or quantitatively).

3. Sequence the adaptation options (see an 
example of a pathway design in Figure 3).

https://resin-cities.eu/resources/cityreports/bilbao/


Figure 2. Example of adaptation Pathway alternatives for heatwaves. Source: Own elaboration 
adapted from M. Mendizabal and N. Peña, ‘Transition Reports for the Selected Case Studies’ 
(This project has received funding from the European Union’s Seventh Programme for Research, 
Technological Development and Demonstration under Grant Agreement No. 308497 (Project 
RAMSES, 2017 https://www.ramses-cities.eu/home/ ).
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Figure 3. Example of city level adaptation sequence pathway. Adaptation option bars are correlated to their 
effectiveness. Cumulative effectiveness of the pathway is presented in the vertical axis.
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Challenges for the further development of the approach

The adaption pathway is not exempt from 
disadvantages and challenges. For example, the 
pathway can suffer from a lack of effective data 
or tipping points. These challenges relate to the 
methodology used. However, there are other 
challenges common to urban decision-making 

assistance tools or methodologies: i) resistance 
to take into consideration ‘new’ highly  uncertain 
factors into policy-making such as climate change, 
and ii) the retention of commitment of all local, 
regional, or national authorities and stakeholders. 

Conclusions

The adaption pathway approach has been 
demonstrated in different case studies, which 
represent different challenges such as; heat, 
flooding, and water supply pathways in London; heat 
adaptation pathway in Antwerp; and flood adaptation 
pathways in Thames Estuary, Rhine-Meuse delta, Lake 
Ijssel, New York, and  Bilbao. 

These studies concluded that the adaptation pathway 
approach can be applied at the city or sector level 
and for analysing different impacts. However, the 
studies also detected the need for further research. 

For example, in the assumptions made for the 
threshold and tipping point identification, which 
served for the adaptation objectives definition; or 
the estimation of the effectiveness and co-benefits 
as well as implementation conditions and timeline of 
the measures which enhance the resilience.
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