
Overview
Water is clearly vital for the healthy functioning of socio-ecological 
systems, and every day we acquire new levels of understanding 
about the interrelationship between water and climatic events. 
Although sufficient water for human consumption is indispensable, 
an over-abundance of water, caused by extreme events, for 
example, can flood houses, crops and cities. Similarly, an under-
supply of water may lead to droughts. Water is also contested in 
terms of who is able to access and pollute it, who benefits from it, 
who bears the costs, and whose values are represented. Therefore 
a key aspect of water governance is the uncertainty that surrounds 
it – the variable outcomes it can produce at different scales, and 
its lack of linearity. Water security therefore needs to capture and 
reflect the range of values related to its governance. As such, there 
is a need to examine and understand different innovative water 
governance processes and assess if these can enable an adaptive 
and systemic transformation of institutions and organisations. 

To address this need, work package 2 (WP2) will take a holistic 
and systemic approach to assessing the capacity of institutions 
and organisations to respond to water governance challenges, 
such as climate change. We will use two main frameworks to 
assess institutional and organisational governance approaches to 
the global challenges of water security. The first of these, known 
as context-structure-process-outcomes (CSPO), is a framework 
for analysing how organisations function in relation to water 
governance. It also supports analysis of how water governance 
problems are framed, as well as the practices and decisions taken 
around a particular issue (Bellamy et al. 2005). The second 
framework uses the “five capitals” approach (human, social, 
natural, physical and financial capitals) to advance understanding 
of institutional and organisational adaptive capacity (Bourdieu 
1986). Together, these frameworks provide intellectual tools 
for understanding “how institutions mediate the relationships 
between people, natural resources and society” (Cleaver 2012:1). 
Overall, WP2 will serve to enable empirical understanding across 
CADWAGO’s ten international cases, in particular of the adaptive 
capacity of various water governance approaches and formal and 
informal institutional and organisational arrangements in the face 
of climate change. 

Aim
WP2 will critically assess adaptation to climate change in water 
governance using a social institutions framework.

Looking through the lens of a social 
institutions framework
A conceptual challenge imposed by the current socio-ecological 
situation is to understand how we perceive and relate to the world 
around us. Do we perceive it as an inert material reality that is 
there to be transformed, shaped or utilized? Do we perceive it 
as an interactive space where people’s actions are affected by 
their environments? Or do we see it as an active agent whose 
manifestations determine the world’s direction? No matter which 
of these perspectives we prefer, what is relevant is that in all of 
these approaches the ecological world is separated from human 

Climate Change Adaptability in 
Water Governance Institutions 

and Organisations 

perceptions of it. The study of institutions – the norms (informal), 
the rules (formal) and the social arrangements that keep us together 
as a society – is not only a means to understand the decisions 
that people make about their environments, but also about how 
the relationships between humans, nature and society are altered 
in the face of new circumstances (Cleaver 2012). This approach 
provides the opportunity to ground our analyses and related case 
studies within the global environmental scene. 

The study and analysis of such social arrangements, through 
the use of case studies, is therefore a good starting point for 
identifying the institutional attributes that restrict or advance 
water security in the face of climate change. Adaptation has 
been defined as the actions taken in relation to a perceived risk 
or opportunity (IPCC 2012); therefore, it is invaluable to have 
access to the “local” meanings given to certain risks. Adaptation 
to climate change has been proposed to complement broader 
mitigation efforts (Pelling 2011). In this sense, the cases that 
examine the responses to flooding in the Baltic Sea Region 
and along the south-east Queensland coast are apt examples, 
since both are identified as having fundamental, yet differing, 
vulnerabilities in the face of climate change impacts (Low Choy 
et al. 2010; Graham 2004). A comparison of the international case 
studies will help to identify water governance practices that allow 
for the construction of a socially consensual set of institutions 
that respond to predictable – and unpredictable – events. Thus, 
WP2 will develop a framework to help understand existing 
institutional and organisational arrangements, to appreciate their 
respective adaptive capabilities and to establish if there is scope to 
transform the current apparatus. It will guide policy-makers and 
other stakeholders in terms of what might be achieved through 
climate change adaptation. The ten international case studies will 
show context-specific elements of adaptive capacity, as well as 
determinants that are relevant to all cases and contexts.

Our approach 
WP2 will analyse the structure and processes of institutions 
and organisations, how they foster agency, and their capacities 
to respond to water security challenges. A research team at the 
University of the Sunshine Coast will lead WP2, with support 
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unique perspectives on each case. WP1, with its focus on 
stakeholder perceptions on water governance, will provide key 
insights for WP2, because these perceptions play a fundamental 
role in altering institutional arrangements and their overall 
approaches. And WP2 will provide important analytical insights 
for WP3, because a key component of its “systemic praxis” 
approach is the understanding of the role of institutions in 
social-biophysical mediations. 
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from research partners at Griffith University, the University of 
Tasmania and the Oak Ridge National Laboratory. The team’s 
initial focus will be to develop the institutional and organisational 
framework that will support the analysis of the work package. Data 
will be collected through interviews with relevant stakeholders, 
with a specific emphasis on their knowledge of the case studies, 
and how they address issues of water governance and climate 
change adaptability through both formal and informal actions and 
discourses. This data will be synthesised with broader literature 
on CADWAGO case studies, and analysed using theoretical 
insights from relevant literature on social institutions, systemic 
approaches and adaptive capacity.

Outputs and outcomes
The immediate output of this work package will be a deepened 
understanding of climate change adaptation regimes linked to 
governance of water security. A synthesis of the ten CADWAGO 
case studies will provide insights into local contextual differences 
and cross-cutting themes that affect climate change adaptability 
and water governance. These findings will later be published in 
high impact peer-reviewed journals and practitioner-orientated 
publications, with an overall focus on shaping and improving 
future governance of water in terms of water security and climate 
change adaptation.

Links to other work packages and CADWAGO 
questions
There are strong links across the three work packages, because 
they are designed to be complementary while also offering 
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CADWAGO stands for “climate change adaptation and 
water governance: reconciling food security, renewable 
energy and the provision of multiple ecosystem services”. 
The project aims to improve water governance by 
developing a more robust knowledge base and enhancing 
capacity to adapt to climate change. CADWAGO is led 
by SEI and brings together 10 partners from Europe, 
Australasia and North America with extensive experience in 
climate change adaptation and water governance issues, 
and will extend the global knowledge base by sharing 
methods and findings. CADWAGO builds on lessons from 
ongoing case research to create a forum and dialogue 
between researchers and stakeholders at different scales. 
Lessons from the cases will be synthesized and used to 
adapt European decision-making that has a global impact.
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