
POLICY BRIEF

From Case Studies to Climate Adaptation Policy: a Framework for 
Dialogue Between Local Professionals and Decision Makers

Upscaling lessons from local climate adaptation 
There has been a recent burgeoning of government interest in 
promoting and learning from local climate change adaptation. 
Most popular approaches to mainstreaming of climate adap-
tation into sectoral policies rely on an ‘upscaling’ model in 
which lessons learned from local change processes are used to 
inform decision making at higher administrative levels. This 
political approach necessitates a dialogue between regulatory 
policy, principally concerned with drawing generalised con-
clusions based on local lessons, and research projects, which 
examine examples of community-based climate adaptation in 
different contexts. This prompts researchers and their partners 
involved in discrete case studies of local climate adaptation 
to consider both how best to use their data, experiences and 
insights to inform policy processes. How do local climate ad-
aptation lessons become relevant for public policy? What are 
the opportunities and risks involved in exploiting local case 
studies for climate adaptation policy making? How do re-
search projects navigate the many expectations and demands 
from the clients of policy in order to make their contributions 
relevant? This policy brief offers a methodological framework 
and a new vocabulary for local professionals and interested 
policy makers to consider more explicitly the different ways 
case studies can be used to inform policy processes.

Key findings

• Most popular approaches to the mainstreaming of climate adaptation into sectoral policies 
rely on an ‘upscaling’ model in which lessons learned from local change processes are used 
to inform decision-making at higher administrative levels. 

• This necessitates a dialogue between policy makers designing regulatory policy, principally 
concerned with drawing generalised conclusions based on local lessons, and professionals 
engaged in research projects examining examples of community-based climate adaptation in 
different contexts. 

• In such research projects the selection of research methods has more than academic interest: 
they significantly shape how the work mediates between local efforts and higher order politi-
cal goals. Methodological choices in case study research determine whether the case study 
supports planned policy (coercion and regulation) or non-coercive policy (facilitated self-or-
ganised adaptation).

• Case studies offer an opportunity to invite practitioners and their experiences to serve as 
‘cases’ in policy making, thus bringing to the surface the practical experiences and capacities 
of stakeholders. Case study learning here achieves new significance if viewed as a platform 
to leverage stakeholder competencies and capacities to driving a reconstitution of existing 
institutions.

• Because of the invariably political character of case study research for climate adaptation 
policy, it is critical to balance benefits from the case study work between different stakehold-
ers (e.g. varous community members), non-case recipients of the work (e.g. policy makers) 
and the researchers themselves.
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A new framework for case study research
Qualitative case study methodologies were originally devel-
oped to examine complex questions requiring attention to de-
tail and contingencies in a number of scientific disciplines. In 
general, case study research on local climate adaptation can be 
interpreted through four different sense-making perspectives. 
In the figure below two axes serve as the theoretical organising 
principles for distinguishing these sense-making perspectives. 
The guiding epistemology (the method of knowing, i.e. how 
we know what we know) is on the vertical axis and the in-
tent of the case study (purpose of the inquiry) – particularly in 
terms of how it is made relevant to users – is on the horizontal 
axis. The two axes thus represent, respectively, a continuum 
between epistemologies of ‘realism’ and ‘constructionism’ as 
distinct mainstream philosophies of science, and assumptions 
of ‘contextual’ and ‘universal’ usage of the case study

In order to develop a firmer understanding of how local cli-
mate adaptation professionals can engage policy makers in a 
constructive dialogue, we examined three research projects, 
which all focus on studying or fostering climate adaptation: 
1) The Mistra-Swedish Research Programme on Climate, 
Impacts and Adaptation (Mistra-SWECIA) project on ‘Proc-
esses for Adaptation to Climate Change’ in the Stockholm 
Region, Sweden; 2) The joint Brock University / Environ-
ment Canada Adaptive Collaborative Risk Management & 
Climate Change Adaptation project in the Niagara Region, 
Canada (ACRM&CCA); 3) Work Packages 5 and 8 of the 
MANGROVE project (Mangrove ecosystems, communities 
and conflict: Developing knowledge-based approaches to rec-
oncile multiple demands) in the Mahakam Delta, Indonesia, 
funded by the EU’s Sixth Framework Programme. Below, key 

methodological steps of each project have been mapped into 
the framework of the four sense making perspectives.

The analysis shows that the methodological decisions made 
in the case study research determine how the projects aim to 
support public policy. All three projects depart from an initial 
realist-universalist problem definition, i.e. a priori defined re-

Two epistemologies 
(methods of 
knowing)

Realism views cases as ‘real’ units, which exist separate from people’s understanding of 
them and that researchers can objectively verify true facts about climate adaptation. 

Constructionism views cases as learning ‘platforms’ that provide space and time for new 
meaning to emerge, and researchers’ role is to foster dialogue and learning between 
stakeholders in the case study. 

Two types of inquiry 
(ways of using case 
study insights)

Universalism draws on research questions, which are defined through a priori and expert-
defined perspectives, prior to engaging in the case context. Case study research is valuable 
in so far as it generates sufficient insights to draw the necessary type of generalisation that 
will predicate actions in other localities.

Contextualism draws on research questions, which emerge from the concrete context of the 
case study. Specific findings are irreproducible in another context and are authorized based 
on views of both researchers and participants that the knowledge is ‘robust’ and useful.

search questions and demands, but through the research proc-
ess enter a negotiation with their local contexts and stake-
holder perspectives. They embark on different journeys and 
vary with regards to how they aim at linking local climate 
adaptation and policy making Both Mistra-SWECIA and 
ACRM&CCA intend to inform planned policy interventions 
through providing policy recommendations through meta-
analysis of the research findings. This represents an emphasis 
on planned adaptation as steered through regulatory policy 
instruments. In addition, ACRM&CCA also has an end point 
in the realist-contextualist perspective, seeking to foster con-
crete local climate adaptation through the support of adap-
tation leadership in the region’s communities. In contrast to 
Mistra-SWECIA’s interest in studying rather than fostering of 
social learning for climate adaptation, ACRM&CCA forms 
part of a governmental mandate and its activities have joint 
policy implementation significance as well as research and fa-
cilitation relevance. The MANGROVE project adopted an ac-
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tion research tradition and ended its journey in the contextual-
ist-constructionist perspective aiming at direct self-organised 
action by the people involved in the research (i.e. focusing on 
non-coercive policy).

For all three projects, ‘adaptation’ initially constitutes a politi-
cal objective defined by international players and/or national 
governments that has since been integrated into the regula-
tive, coercive and normative governance framework with im-
plications for resource allocation. For stakeholders involved 
in each case study, the research serves as an opportunity to 
highlight issues and responsibilities belonging to higher levels 

of decision-making, striving to embed community issues into 
national or even international climate related policies.

The journeys undertaken by each project were partly expres-
sions of explicit research designs, but they also reflect a proc-
ess of adaptive project management, where methodological 
shifts arise out of pragmatic responses to the project realities. 
They reflect a balancing between espoused participatory meth-
odology and the actual histories of projects, responding to do-
nor needs and the legitimation of their owners and clients as 
well as the personal perspectives, education and professional 
competencies of project leaders. 
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Recommendations

When undertaking case study research on local climate adaptation in order to inform future policy 
processes, local professionals and decision makers ought to consider the following questions in or-
der to ensure that the work is both scientifically rigorous and politically relevant:

• How do you select and design your case study? Is it based on the assumption of a real ‘unit of 
analysis’ out there, which exists beyond your perception of it, or is your case a ‘learning platform’ 
created by people?

• What is the purpose of your case study? Are you examining certain phenomena of climate adapta-
tion that have been identified prior to your engagement with the context and its people, or do you 
aim to establish a dialogue among stakeholders in the case study so that shared understanding 
emerges as the basis for collective action?

• Are your research questions and hypothesis already determined before you engage stakeholders 
in your case study? If so, how do you adapt the assumptions of project owners and researchers in 
response to the insights shared by stakeholders?

• What kind of policy processes will your research support? Does it aim to contribute to planned 
policy (coercion and regulation) or non-coercive policy (self-organised adaptation)? Or perhaps 
both?

• Why are you interested in understanding the views of people in your case study? Is it because you 
wish to study their perceptions of climate adaptation or do you want to actively assist them in re-
moving institutional constraints to their adaptive efforts?

• Does your research depart from a view on ‘climate adaptation’, which is defined by international 
players and/or national government? If so, how will you enable people in the case study to high-
light issues and responsibilities belonging to higher levels of decision-making and thus to embed 
community issues into national or even international climate related policies? 

• Throughout your work, how will you balance benefits from the case study work between different 
stakeholders (e.g. various community members), non-case recipients of the work (e.g. policy mak-
ers) and the researchers themselves? How will you navigate between generating ‘generalisable’ 
insights vis-à-vis guaranteeing that participants retain ownership over their insights? How do you 
reconcile your own interests as researcher (securing funding, publishing edge-cutting papers etc.), 
with those of stakeholders that you involve in the case study?

Rasmus K. Larsen 
(rasmus.klocker.larsen@sei.se), 

Åsa Swartling, Neil Powell, 
Maria Osbeck

Further Information:
SEI Head of Communications

+46 8 6747070

This policy brief is based on the research report Frame-
work for Supporting the Dialogue Between Policy Processes 
and Local Climate Change Adaptation: Lessons from Case 
Study Research in Sweden, Canada and Indonesia by Ras-
mus Klocker Larsen, Åsa Gerger Swartling, Neil Powell,  
Louise Simonsson, and Maria Osbeck published by the 
Stockholm Environment Institute (May 2011). The partners 
and funders who made this research possible are grate-
fully acknowledged in this report. 

The publication of this policy brief, and the report on which 
it is based, have been made possible through financial sup-
port provided by the Swedish International Development Co-
operation Agency (Sida). However, Sida was not involved in 
the design of the study and does not necessarily support the 
views expressed in the report.
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