
	Hands-on activity
“OLATA”: The Organizational Learning for Accelerating Transformative Adaptation Game


	
Planned adaptation investments frequently take the form of structured development-type projects backed by international sponsors. While valuable and necessary, these efforts may create tensions with organizational efforts towards transformative adaptation. Such transformative adaptations require thoughtful, collaborative, and equity-based approaches sensitive to culture and place, situating adaptation within broader goals of social equity and social-ecological wellbeing. The plethora of public, private, and non-profit organizations (“meso-level organisations”) working to facilitate adaptation within communities and specific places play critical roles in adaptation outcomes. Their capacities and strategies to negotiate their own missions in adaptation with planned adaptation initiatives in which they become involved is poorly understood.

This session will introduce a social learning game designed to help climate adaptation-oriented organizations reflect on their attributes, collaborations, and strategies for transformative adaptation. Drawing from ongoing research in Sub-Saharan Africa, the self-assessment game aims to illuminate pathways toward transformative change and identify barriers and leverage points to enhance planned adaptation practice. The game is designed to help organisations critically assess their role in adaptation efforts and explore strategies for more effective, long-term impact.

Introduction: The session will start with a brief overview of the MLO concept and the associated framework used to describe how MLOs exercise resources and power to pursue transformative adaptation goals. The framework is the basis for the game, and is based on empirical understanding of how MLOs operate between macro-level actors—such as donors and governmental executing agencies—and micro-level actors, who are the intended beneficiaries of adaptation investments. 

Presentation of the OLATA game: We will introduce the OLATA game, which serves as a pilot for a self-assessment tool designed to help MLOs evaluate their individual and collaborative capacities for transformative change. 

Inspired by role-playing games, participants will receive an MLO avatar card describing their unique functions, resources, expertise, budget, and mission and associated scaling capacity. MLOs will have differential initial capacities to scale deeply (transforming norms, values) out (replicating innovations across populations / places) or up (altering policy and institutions). Starting resources and expertise will be unevenly distributed on the avatar cards to mimic differential resource and power dynamics among organizations involved in climate adaptation partnerships. In addition, each MLO will experience constraints based on their positionality (e.g., local community-based organization or international NGO) and resources. During the game, participants can utilize their budget to develop strategic partnerships to combine or trade resource tokens to strengthen capacities and address organizational-level gaps.

Playing the OLATA game: Players will be divided into several tables of 4-6 participants (we have up to 7 facilitators to accommodate ~ 40 players at 7 tables). The lead facilitator will provide participants with a fictional adaptation context (e.g., geographic and socioeconomic circumstances) and a planned adaptation call for investment, such as an international sponsor call for improved farm-level resilience. Over the course of three rounds, designed to mimic a multiyear contract cycle, participants will reflect on their ability to meet sponsor goals while staying true to their own missions of transformative climate adaptation. Each player may allocate their budget directly towards sponsor or transformation goals, or may allocate funds to developing new partnerships with other participants. Action Cards will be available in rounds two and three and include positive and negative events that can boost expertise, create challenges, and influence strategy.

The first round emphasizes strategy development, where players develop a plan to meet sponsor objectives based on their selected avatar’s resource capacity and expertise. During this round, the MLO needs to assess its existing capacities and resources in relation to sponsor and transformation goals. The second round allows for collaboration and resource trading, where participants may choose to partner with others, barter resources, or take risks through Action Cards to gain new resources. MLOs may use their budget during this round towards cultivating new partnerships, investing in another’s capacity, or trading or transferring resources to pursue strategies in alignment with transformative adaptations and sponsor requirements. Once having identified key partners (or deciding to go it alone) and trading needs, participants will develop a strategy in the third round indicating how they would ensure a transformative strategy within the geographic context and sponsor requirements. During this round, players attempt to achieve transformation goals in their community based within sponsor constraints on one or more transformation scales: deep, out, and up. 

Facilitator Evaluation: After 30 minutes, the lead facilitator ends the exercise. Each player will be scored in two areas at the end of the game: a) sponsor goals, or the extent to which their plan conforms to demands of the sponsor’s call for investment and their organizational budget and b) transformation goals, or how capacities and resources managed by the MLO enable it to pursue transformative adaptation across one or more dimensions (deep-, out-, and up-scaling). 

Reflective Plenary Discussion: The facilitator will lead a discussion on key takeaways: What did participants learn about their own organizational capacities and strategies for engaging in climate adaptation? What are the main bottlenecks to transformative adaptation in the context of planned investments, and how can they be addressed? Lastly, how useful was the game as a self-assessment and learning tool, and how could it be improved?

Outcomes: The session will foster learning among participants about the significance of meso-level actors as intentional agents of potential transformative change in climate change adaptation. The exercise will allow participants to reflect on transformative capacities held individually and collectively, how such capacities can be mobilized in transformative strategies, and what this implies in the context of planned adaptation scenarios. The self-reflection tool will provide a valuable opportunity for diverse MLOs, such as community-based organizations or policymakers, to collaborate to deliver transformative climate adaptation initiatives. 

For the facilitators, this exercise serves to test and validate the research that has been conducted on the role of meso-level organizations in planned adaptation. We anticipate that some of the participants are likely working as meso-level actors in climate change adaptation and thus will have key insights into whether this approach is useful for their own thinking and organizations and whether the exercise could evolve into a self-assessment “game” or tool to enable more effective and transformative adaptation.
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Hallie researches the roles, responsibilities and relationships among actors in rural and urban adaptation governance. She collaborates extensively with colleagues in Mexico, Central America, South Africa, and Canada in her exploration of the political economy of adaptation and the determinants of more transformative adaptive capacity. 
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