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Introduction

Each science and policy domain has its own principles that guide the choices and decisions scientists and practitioners make in a particular field (Ravetz, 1972). Climate adaptation heuristics are rules of thumb that have developed over time to explain what climate change adaptation is and means (Nalau et al., 2015). For example, many advocate that adaptation is a local issue and should be decided by local communities whereas others see adaptation as regional or transboundary (Nalau et al., 2021). While adaptation heuristics are useful in enabling decision-making on what level particular decisions should be made, if they are faulty, they can also significantly hinder our efforts to adapt (Siders and Pierce, 2021). 

Objectives

This presentation discusses the evolution of adaptation science and heuristics, examines the diversity of heuristics in use, and also pinpoints to their strengths and weaknesses. It seeks to engage the audience in critical thinking in how we think about and make decisions on adaptation. 

Methodology

The methods included a literature review and 25 interviews with global adaptation experts across diverse sectors. The coding process was done with NVivo 12 and used both top-down (predetermined coding categories) and bottom-up (inductive data-driven codes from interviews) that was used to structure the code categories (Fereday and Muir-cochrane, 2006). 

Findings

The findings provide clear examples of adaptation heuristics and opens up opportunities for critical discussion as to how our mindsets and ways of thinking guide our decision-making on how we proceed with adaptation science, policy and practice. The findings also showcase the entanglement of multiple heuristics that complicate decision-making. For example, multiple heuristics exist regarding climate adaptation’s ‘novelty’ as an issue for science, policy and practice, leading to different approaches (mainstreaming vs separation). Similarly, heuristics around development-adaptation, vulnerability, mitigation-adaptation, scale, and systems-sectors provide significant insights into how choosing the ‘correct’ heuristic for a particular context remains critical. Yet, this study demonstrates that useful heuristics are not mere “either-or” constructions but “and-then” that engage us in thinking about adaptation in rich and diverse ways. Rather, they are different approaches in viewing adaptation depending on the adaptation goal pursued. 

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

This presentation makes a significant contribution towards critical discourse on climate change adaptation and in particular its cognitive foundations. Adaptation heuristics as a growing strand of adaptation science is fundamental to the discussions on how adaptation agenda should be shaped going forward and what heuristics are we opting for when deciding what innovation, implementation and even maladaptation look like and why.  
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