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Meet me halfway: Bridging debates on defining and measuring adaptation success


	Introduction: Despite over three decades of research and practice, measuring adaptation success remains elusive and highly contested. Existing approaches—from systematic reviews to policy analyses and expert judgments—offer valuable insights but often sidestep deeper debates about how success is defined. Recent research shows that success depends not only on achieving intended goals but also on whose goals are prioritized and how they are defined and operationalised. At the same time, practice demonstrates that measuring adaptation is inherently complex due to multifaceted challenges that go beyond technical frames and operate across contexts, scales, and timeframes. 
Objectives and Methodology: Given these complexities, this study unpacks key debates shaping how adaptation success is defined and measured. We conducted 50 semi-structured interviews with world-leading adaptation experts (scientists and practitioners) from July to December 2023. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling to ensure diversity in professional background, geographical representation, gender, and thematic expertise. Data were analyzed thematically using NVivo 14, following an iterative coding process to identify recurring themes, tensions, and linkages.
Findings: Our findings reveal deep-seated debates, with two dominant narratives emerging: success as process and success as outcome. The process-oriented view frames success through inclusive goal-setting, robust decision-making, and adaptive governance. This approach emphasises how decisions are made, by whom, and with what degree of inclusivity and flexibility, ensuring adaptation goals reflect diverse needs, particularly those of climate-affected communities. Conversely, the outcome-oriented view focuses on risk reduction, minimized maladaptive outcomes, and broader development benefits. From this perspective, success must extend beyond planning to deliver measurable improvements in resilience and wellbeing, particularly for vulnerable communities. Both narratives converge on justice as a guiding principle, ensuring the inclusion of historically marginalized groups and the equitable distribution of adaptation benefits. The study also highlights persistent challenges in measuring adaptation success, including reliance on proxy indicators and inadequate baselines; uncertainty associated with long-term impacts and the evolving nature of climate risks; difficulty in scaling localised successes to broader adaptation goals; and ontological ambiguities surrounding the very notion of “success”. Addressing these challenges is essential to move adaptation toward more comprehensive, actionable, and scalable solutions.
Significance for Policy and Practice: The findings are particularly timely for global adaptation efforts, including the IPCC’s upcoming Seventh Assessment Report, the Special Report on Cities and Climate Change, and the revision of the IPCC’s 1994 Technical Guidelines for assessing adaptation. As the Global Goal on Adaptation gains prominence – with metrics to be finalized at COP30 in Brazil – this work provides critical insights to guide these processes. By uncovering diverse but recurrent debates in defining and measuring adaptation, the study advances scholarship on adaptation evaluation while informing adaptation planning and implementation at multiple governance scales. Our results suggest that assessments of adaptation should move beyond binary framings of success or failure, process or outcome, and instead adopt justice as a unifying principle that reconciles competing perspectives. This approach can foster more inclusive, equitable, and actionable adaptation futures.




