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Abstract The framework for the new scenarios being developed for climate research calls

for the development of a set of Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs), which are meant to

differ in terms of their challenges to mitigation and challenges to adaptation. In order for the

scenario process to fulfill its goals, the research and policy communities need to develop a

shared understanding of these concepts. This paper focuses on challenges to adaptation. We

begin by situating this new concept in the context of the rich literatures related to inter alia

adaptation, vulnerability, and resilience. We argue that a proper characterization of chal-

lenges to adaptation requires a rich, exploration of the concept, which goes beyond mere

description. This has a number of implications for the operationalization of the concept in

the basic and extended versions of the SSPs. First, the elements comprising challenges to

adaptation must include a wide range of socioeconomic and even some (non-climatic)

biophysical factors. Second, careful consideration must be given to differences in these

factors across scales, as well as cross-scale interactions. Third, any representation of the

concept will require both quantitative and qualitative elements. The scenario framework

offers the opportunity for the SSPs and full scenarios to be of greater value than has been the

case in past exercises to both Integrated Assessment Modeling (IAM) and Impacts,
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Adaptation, and Vulnerability (IAV) researchers, but this will require a renegotiation of the

traditional, primarily unidirectional relationship between the two communities.

1 Introduction

Scenarios are important tools for understanding the long-term and complex interactions

between human and earth systems. In this paper, we focus on the portion of the new

scenarios for climate change research that describes socioeconomic change: the Shared

Socio-economic Pathways (SSPs). These will later be combined with other elements related

to climate forcing, climate changes, and climate policies to create scenarios for individual

research projects and for integrated assessments of mitigation, adaptation, and residual

climate impacts (Ebi et al. this issue; O’Neill et al. this issue; van Vuuren et al. this issue;

Kriegler et al. this issue).

Recent proposals for a framework for the SSPs recommend exploring typologies of

possible futures that differ in terms of their challenges to mitigation and challenges to

adaptation (O’Neill et al. this issue). Additionally, in contrast to previous socioeconomic

representations in climate change research (e.g. the SRES scenarios), the SSP framework

intends to support the continued elaboration of the SSPs at more localized scales (the so-

called “extended” SSP process as discussed in O’Neill et al. this issue) even after the basic

versions of the SSPs are released. Furthermore, the goal is for the scenarios to be of value to

both the Integrated Assessment Modeling (IAM) and Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability

(IAV1) communities. In order for the overall SSP framework and process to be successful,

developing a shared understanding of what is meant by socioeconomic challenges to

mitigation and socioeconomic challenges to adaptation will be key.

This paper responds to this need by focusing on challenges to adaptation. First, we

consider the concept in the context of existing literature and related ideas, such as vulner-

ability. This leads us to argue that a proper characterization of challenges to adaptation in the

SSP framework can, and ultimately should, be very rich. Requiring, in the terminology of

Geertz (1973), a ‘thick’ description, implies that we must go beyond a mere portrayal of

challenges to adaptation to understand their contextual underpinnings. Second, we look at

some particular implications this has for the operationalization of the concept. These relate

to: the elements comprising challenges to adaptation; spatial and temporal aspects of

challenges to adaptation; and the significance of both quantitative and qualitative represen-

tations of challenges to adaptation. Finally, we explore what this might mean for the use of

the concept in both the current SSP process and beyond.

2 Characterizing challenges to adaptation

O’Neill et al. (this issue) describe challenges to adaptation as societal or environmental

conditions, that, by making adaptation more difficult, increase the risks associated with any

given level of climate change. There are several significant aspects of this description. First,

in unpacking their description, O’Neill et al. (this issue) point to the varying and evolving

definitions and interpretations of concepts such as vulnerability, which underpin the idea of

challenges to adaptation. Second the inclusion of environmental conditions implies that

other environmental factors are part of challenges to adaptation. This goes beyond earlier

1 The acronym VIA is preferred by some researchers (see, for example, http://www.provia-climatechange.org).
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representations, e.g., in Arnell et al. (2011) and Kriegler et al. (2012), where these factors

were not mentioned. Finally, the level of climate change is taken as given, implying that

challenges to adaptation are not dependent on the actual level of climate change.

In the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), vulnerability is defined as “the degree to

which a system is susceptible to, and unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change,

including climate variability and extremes. Vulnerability is a function of the character,

magnitude, and rate of climate change and variation to which a system is exposed, the

sensitivity and adaptive capacity of that system” (Parry et al. 2007, p. 883). In contrast, in the

recent IPCC special report Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance

Climate Change Adaptation (SREX), Cardona et al. (2012, p. 69–70) define vulnerability as

“the propensity of exposed elements such as human beings, their livelihoods, and assets to

suffer adverse effects when impacted by hazard events. . . . Vulnerability is related to

predisposition, susceptibilities, fragilities, weaknesses, deficiencies, or lack of capacities

that favor adverse effects on the exposed elements.”

The nuances here revolve around how different scholars parse their definitions to include

or exclude the existence of hazards; the exposure to hazards; the sensitivity to hazards; and

the ability to anticipate, reduce, prepare for, and respond to hazards. 2 As such, the concept

of vulnerability is deeply intertwined with related concepts including, but not limited to,

hazards, risk, adaptation,3 adaptive capacity,4 coping capacity, and resilience (Janssen et al

2006; Gallopín 2006; Eakin and Luers 2006; Malone 2009; Turner 2010; Romero-Lankao

and Qin 2011; Cardona et al. 2012; Romero-Lankao et al. 2013). It is beyond the scope of

this paper to comprehensively review and parse the research and literature related to these

concepts. Still, any characterization of challenges to adaptation must be built on the

foundation they provide.

The most prominent interpretations of vulnerability for climate change research fall into

two general categories, which go under a variety of names: (1) outcome, end-point, top-

down or impact approaches and (2) contextual, starting-point, bottom-up or inherent

approaches (O’Brien et al. 2007; Kelly and Adger 2000; Füssel 2009; Romero-Lankao

et al. 2012).5 These are not simply different interpretations of the term vulnerability; they

represent very different theoretical and practical framings of the climate change problem. As

such, they have implications for how we characterize challenges to adaptation.

Outcome approaches consider vulnerability as the linear result, or net impact, of the

projected impacts of climate change to an exposure unit (either social or biophysical) after

2 Mathematically contrast the representation, V = f(H,E,S,C), implied by Parry et al. (2007), where V is

vulnerability, H is the hazard (climate change or variability), E is exposure, S is sensitivity, and C is adaptive

capacity with R = f(H,E,V(S,C)) implied by Cardona et al (2012), where R stands for risk and C includes a

distinction between coping and adaptive capacity.
3 AR4 defines adaptation as “actual adjustments, or changes in decision environments, which might ultimately

enhance resilience or reduce vulnerability to observed or expected changes in climate” (Adger et al. 2007,

720). In other words, adaptations are specific actions that societies take to ameliorate the negative impacts of

climate change or take advantage of the benefits. Yet, adaptation has also come to refer to the broader process

by which societies respond to stressors that include, but are not limited to, climate change (Pielke et al. 2007;

Adger et al. 2007).
4 Increasingly attention to the concepts of adaptive capacity, or the ability of society to adapt, as well as to

resilience, has shifted the discourse from a focus on adaptation as a technical or economic response to consider

the broader constraints and opportunities that influence both the ability to adapt and the type of adaptation

itself (Smit and Pilifosova 2001; Eakin and Luers 2006; Smit and Wandel 2006; Füssel and Klein 2006; Adger

et al. 2007; Carter et al. 2007; Füssel 2007, 2009; O’Brien et al. 2007; Eakin et al. 2009; Ford et al. 2010;

Romero-Lankao et al. 2012, 2013; Bee 2013).
5 This division into two broad categories is, obviously, a simplification. McLaughlin and Dietz (2008) and

Adger (2006) provide nice overviews of the range of perspectives on vulnerability.
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adaptation has taken place (O’Brien et al. 2007; Füssel 2007; Kelly and Adger 2000;

Romero-Lankao and Qin 2011). The IPCC-AR4 definition of vulnerability generally reflects

this framing (O’Brien et al. 2007; Füssel 2009; Parry et al. 2007). The outcome approach is

seen in the many impact assessments that provide largely broad scale, scenario-driven

estimates of the extent to which adaptation might reduce the adverse impacts of climate

change (Smit and Wandel 2006; Füssel and Klein 2006; Carter et al. 2007). Some adaptive

capacity is typically assumed (i.e. the ability to implement a given adaptation is not treated

as a constraint in the analysis) and non-climatic (especially socioeconomic) factors are

almost invisible in this framing. As a consequence, reducing outcome vulnerability focuses

on reducing exposure or sensitivity through mitigation or technological adaptations to limit

the negative outcomes of climate change (O’Brien et al. 2007; Füssel 2009).

In contrast, contextual approaches focus on increasing the capacity of individuals and

groups to adapt, in large part by addressing the underlying causes of their vulnerability to the

current climate (O’Brien et al. 2007). This framing is based on several approaches to

climate-society interactions, including political economy and livelihoods that view vulner-

ability and adaptation as occurring within the context of political, institutional, economic,

and social structures that shape both the process of adaptation and adaptive capacities, as

well as the structural drivers creating differences in vulnerability among and within popu-

lations and systems of interest (O’Brien et al. 2007; Eakin and Lemos 2006). Important

factors include: a) the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of populations and

their available assets; b) the capacity of populations to foresee, resist, react to, recover from,

cope with, and take advantage of hazards and stresses; and c) the way in which governance

and policies (e.g., infrastructure provision, health and education) influence those character-

istics and adaptive capacities (Romero-Lankao and Qin 2011). To a much greater extent, this

perspective showcases the role of non-climatic socioeconomic factors (O’Brien et al. 2004;

Reid and Vogel 2006; Tschakert 2007; Westerhoff and Smit 2009; Ziervogel and Taylor

2008). Reducing contextual vulnerability, therefore, emphasizes existing vulnerabilities and

reducing them through addressing the underlying processes and factors that determine

exposure, sensitivity, and most importantly, adaptive capacity (Schipper 2007; Boyd et al.

2009; Jones and Boyd 2011).

Researchers have also argued for an approach that integrates the outcome and contextual

perspectives (e.g., Turner et al. 2003; Ionescu et al. 2009; McEntire et al. 2010; Romero-

Lankao and Qin 2011).6 These scholars highlight the fact that human and earth systems are

deeply intertwined, reflected in the use of the term socio-ecological systems, which origi-

nated in the resilience community. They point to the mechanisms by which socioeconomic

and biophysical processes together shape vulnerability. This evolving perspective also places

greater emphasis on how vulnerability plays out at, and across, multiple geographic and

temporal scales.

In discussing challenges to adaptation, O’Neill et al. (this issue) also make reference to

potential limits of autonomous adaptation, obstacles and constraints to adaptation policies,

and potentially transformational technological progress. These concepts point to two other

interrelated aspects of adaptation, which have been receiving increasing attention in the IAV

community in recent years—limits to adaptation and whether adaptation is incremental or

transformational. Both of these concepts are the subject of continuing discussion and

clarification.

6 This push for an integrated perspective on vulnerability is closely related to efforts to better integrate the

resilience and vulnerability communities more generally (Gallopín 2006; Miller et al. 2010; Turner 2010)
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In Chapter 17 of AR4, Adger et al. (2007 p. 733) defined limits as “the conditions or

factors that render adaptation ineffective.” They used the terms barriers and limits somewhat

interchangeably, discussing physical, ecological, and technological limits alongside finan-

cial, informational, cognitive, social, and cultural barriers. Subsequent scholarship has

explored these ideas further, and tried to provide more clarity. In particular, there has been

some effort to more clearly distinguish between barriers, which have been described as being

“mutable, subjective, and socially constructed” (Adger et al 2009a, p. 338), and physical or

ecological limits, which are more rigid and fixed (Adger et al 2009a; Hulme et al 2007;

O’Brien 2009; Moser and Ekstrom 2010). Dow et al. (2013), adopting a risk framework,

discuss limits to adaptation as forming a boundary between tolerable and intolerable risks. In

a closely related vein, Preston et al. (2013) discuss the concept of a climate adaptation

frontier. Dow et al. (203 p. 307) note that, “Some adaptation limits have been clearly

identified, primarily for ecological systems, exemplified by species extinctions. But little

is known about limits in social systems—whether there are social limits to adaptation, what

influences their likelihood, where these might lie, who they would affect and what the

consequences of reaching such limits might be.”

The recognition of fixed limits requires us to consider the capacity for not only incre-

mental adaptation, but potentially transformational adaptation, particularly when crossing

thresholds leads to the irreversible loss of physical places or species of particular economic,

cultural, or social significance and value. Both the vulnerability and resilience literatures

originally focused on the ability of systems to resist or recover from stresses, although there

was also some discussion of the ability to take advantage of opportunities. Over time,

however, greater attention has been paid to the capacity for systems to undergo more

fundamental changes due to climate change and other socioeconomic and biophysical

stresses, either by desire or by necessity (O’Brien 2012). In recent IAV literature (Kates

et al. 2012), the terms incremental and transformational adaptation are used to distinguish

types of changes. In the resilience literature, the distinction is made between adaptability and

transformability (Walker et al 2004; Folke et al. 2010).

This brief review on the recent literature related to vulnerability, hazards, risk, adaptation,

adaptive capacity, and resilience points to the richness of challenges to adaptation. The broad

allusions in the description of challenges to adaptation by O’Neill et al. (this issue) and

elsewhere to “societal conditions” and “socioeconomic conditions”, as well as the reference

to constraints on adaptation, clearly point toward a view that shares more with the contextual

than the outcome perspective on vulnerability. The recognition of the importance of (non-

climatic) biophysical processes, however, leads us to conclude that it needs to go even

further to take a more integrated perspective that draws from both the outcome and

contextual perspectives. One benefit of such an integrative approach to research is that it

more clearly opens the door to insights related to scholarship on limits to adaptation and

non-incremental adaptation. In the remainder of this paper, we explore what this means for

operationalizing the concept and its implementation in the SSP process and beyond.

3 Key Implications for operationalizing challenges to adaptation

Operationalizing the concept of challenges to adaptation requires specifying relevant

factors. O’Neill et al. (this issue) advance a candidate list, and van Ruijven et al. (this issue),

explore this in some depth. Here we focus on a few key implications that fall out of our

discussion in the previous section, which may be relevant for continued development of the

SSPs, particularly the elaboration of “extended” versions. Specifically we emphasize the
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breadth of factors that would be relevant to include and the need to consider issues of

geographical and temporal scale as well as the balance of factors that can and cannot be

quantified.

The list of factors that are potentially relevant for specifying and describing challenges to

adaptation is quite long. Füssel’s (2007) typology of vulnerability factors is quite useful in

thinking about what to include in such a list. He arrayed these factors across two dimensions:

sphere (internal vs. external) and knowledge domain (socioeconomic vs. biophysical),

yielding four categories:

& Internal socioeconomic: socioeconomic factors internal to the system of interest, e.g.,

income, social networks, access to information;

& External socioeconomic: socioeconomic factors that are external to the system of

interest, but which provide the socioeconomic context in which it exists, e.g., national

policies, international aid, and economic globalization;

& Internal biophysical: biophysical factors internal to the system of interest, e.g., topogra-

phy, environmental conditions, and land cover; and

& External biophysical: biophysical factors that are external to the system of interest, but

which provide the biophysical context in which it exists, e.g., severe storms, earth-

quakes, and sea-level change.

There is little or no dispute that internal socioeconomic factors belong to any charac-

terization of challenges to adaptation in the SSP framework. The argument that a broad

contextual interpretation is most appropriate implies that external socioeconomic factors

are also relevant. This is supported by many IAV studies, where the ability of individuals

and households to adapt to climate risks depends upon their access to certain resources,

services, and options that can be constrained or enabled by various social, economic, and

political institutions (Eakin and Lemos 2006; Smit and Wandel 2006; Osbahr et al. 2008;

Adger et al. 2009b).

We also argue for the inclusion of biophysical factors, be they internal or external, in

operationalizing the concept of challenges to adaptation. This reflects a growing trend to see

socioeconomic systems as not existing in isolation from their physical environment.

Exposure, sensitivity, coping, and adaptive capacity have important environmental dimen-

sions (Cardona et al. 2012; O’Neill et al. this issue). Coastal areas, for example, are

inherently more exposed to rising sea levels and storm surges than those areas further

removed from the land-ocean interface. Societies that depend on rain-fed agriculture are

particularly sensitive to changing patterns of precipitation. Other biophysical stressors, such

as air pollution, will be aggravated by, and can aggravate the effects of, climate change.

Finally, given that the availability of resources is one aspect of adaptive capacity, it would

not make sense to dismiss the presence or absence of biophysical resources in characterizing

challenges to adaptation.

Biophysical considerations are also relevant to the question of limits to adaptation,

discussed in the previous section. Hulme et al. (2007, p. 1) refer to “thresholds of change

in physical and ecological systems . . . beyond which irreversible change occurs.” These

biophysical thresholds work hand in hand with socioeconomic factors, including socio-

economic thresholds, to determine limits of adaptation.

In the SSPs, we have to be careful, though, about those biophysical factors that are

directly climate related. O’Neill et al. (this issue) specify that the SSPs are part of a larger

scenario framework that separates climate change, its impacts and climate policy responses.

For this reason, climate-related biophysical factors would not be elements of SSPs. Of

course, climate related factors cannot be ignored as we move beyond constructing the
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SSPs. Their later integration, once information from SSPs is combined with additional

climate and policy information, is a point to which we will return to in the next section.

In addition to the need to consider the breadth of factors in operationalizing the concept of

challenges to adaptation, any consideration must also pay attention to issues of scale. A

recognition of spatial-temporal dimensions of vulnerability highlights the ways in which

scale can influence a study’s findings, where scale is defined as the spatial, temporal, or

analytical dimension used by scholars to measure any phenomenon (Gibson et al. 2000).

Through an examination of the relationships between multi-scalar socioeconomic influences

on community vulnerability, Turner et al. (2003) uncovered multiple constraining and

enabling influences that would escape detection had vulnerability been studied at only one

scale. Others have highlighted how adaptation efforts at one scale may heighten or lessen

challenges at other scales (Adger et al. 2005; McLaughlin and Dietz 2008). Eriksen and

Kelly (2007), among others, also point to the importance of cross-scale interactions and

potential teleconnections (Adger et al. 2008). Therefore, discerning challenges to adaptation

at more aggregated spatial scales (e.g. national, global) may be less effective without

information or representations of challenges to adaptation at more localized scales and vice

versa. From a temporal perspective, a focus on the short-term might lead to overlooking

long-term processes, while a focus on the long-term might lead to missing short-term

triggers and opportunities for adaptation action (Romero-Lankao, et al. 2012). Finally, many

vulnerability studies, particularly those using an outcome framing, tend to underscore factors

related to sensitivity and adaptive capacity of populations as a whole, but overlook how the

heterogeneity and structures of society (e.g., inequality and determinants of political power)

relate to differences in vulnerability among different members of the population (Romero-

Lankao et al. 2012).

Taken together, the range of factors relevant to challenges to adaptation and the need to

think about these across scales points to the need to include qualitative, and not only

quantitative, indicators. Adaptive capacity and the limits to adaptation, and hence the

process of adaptation, is influenced by socioeconomic, political, cultural, and psychosocial

factors, such as access to financial capital, human capital, technology and information,

infrastructure, institutions and entitlements, kinship networks, health and well-being, polit-

ical capital, social capital, property rights, perceptions, attitudes, and power differentials

(Adger et al. 2003, 2009a, 2012; Bee 2013; Brooks et al. 2005; Brouwer et al. 2007; Eakin

and Lemos 2006; Ford et al. 2008; Reid et al. 2007; Moser and Ekstrom 2010; Romero-

Lankao et al. 2013; Smit and Pilifosova 2001; Yohe and Tol 2002). Many of these factors are

not easily quantifiable, and therefore not discernible at aggregated scales.7 Still, a proper

characterization of challenges to adaptation must include such difficult-to-quantify factors.

4 4 Implications for the SSP process and beyond

The characterization of challenges to adaptation and the need to consider a broad set of

factors, both quantitative and qualitative, across multiple scales, has important implications

for the SSP process and beyond. These, in turn, call for an evolution in the customary,

primarily unidirectional relationship between IAM and IAV communities, i.e., where infor-

mation from IAM runs is provided for use in IAV studies, with little feedback from the

results of these studies back to future IAM efforts.

7 Even in cases where a factor may be theoretically quantifiable, there may not be good, historical data and/or

there may be limits to our ability to provide forecasts.
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The new scenario framework lays out a process with several phases (Ebi et al. this issue).

This began with the development of Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs). During

a second, “parallel”, phase in which socioeconomic information in the SSPs, climatic

information based on the Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs) and climate model

runs, and Shared climate Policy Assumptions (SPAs) are developed separately from each

other. The third, “integration” phase will bring together the RCPs, climate model results,

SSPs, and SPAs to create coherent scenarios of the future accounting for specific climate

policies, other socioeconomic developments, the resulting climate change, adaptations, and

residual impacts.

In this framework, challenges to adaptation has a particular meaning for developing SSPs

and refers only to those conditions that make adaptation more difficult in reference (or

baseline) scenarios. In this regard, we have argued that challenges to adaptation shares

much in common with a starting-point or contextual framing of vulnerability. Furthermore, it

should go beyond traditional socioeconomic factors, such as those featured in the IPCC

Special Report on Emissions Scenarios (Nakicenovic et al. 2000), to also consider other

socioeconomic factors and (non-climatic) biophysical factors, as in the more integrated

framings of vulnerability.

Of course, changes in biophysical conditions that are the result of climate change also

pose challenges for adaptation. However, as discussed by O’Neill et al. (this issue), the SSPs

serve a methodological (hypothetical/counterfactual) purpose, so the investigation of adap-

tation challenges directly related to different levels of climate change should occur only in

the integration phase when using full scenarios (comprised of SSP, RCP, and SPA compo-

nents) to explore issues related to mitigation, adaptation, and residual impacts.

The fact that both the contextual and integrated views of vulnerability are foundational to

the SSPs signals a significant departure from the historically unidirectional relationship

between the IAM and IAV communities. The SSPs cannot adequately describe socioeco-

nomic challenges to adaptation unless they reflect the best available scholarship for what

such challenges are. Thus IAV studies with a contextual or integrated framing are highly

relevant for the SSPs as they are elaborated further into “extended” versions for more

localized or sector-specific IAV studies. Moreover, as discussed previously, socio-ecologic

challenges to adaptation are both scale-specific and subject to cross-scale influences. This

further elevates the importance of a new generation of IAV studies that truly articulate

challenges to adaptation. IAV research is already moving in this direction and combining

different methods (syndrome-analysis, meta-analysis, comparative studies, and meta-

knowledge) to go beyond case studies to better understand the dynamics and interactions

between climate hazards, exposure, sensitivities, adaptive capacities, and the determinants of

each of these (Malone 2009; Romero-Lankao et al. 2012).

An additional implication of the new scenario framework is that a fundamental research

need exists to close the iterative loop between the basic (global) versions of the SSPs, more

detailed (localized and sector-specific) extended SSPs, and future assessments of adaptation

challenges. Contributors to the development of the SSP process recognized that the basic,

global versions of the SSPs needed to be sufficiently flexible to permit multi-scalar studies in

order to be useful for IAV research. For example, van Vuuren et al. (2012a, p. 24) suggested

that, “for many other ‘vulnerability, impacts, and adaptation’ studies, which seek to embed

analysis of the potential robustness or performance of different locally-relevant adaptation

strategies within the broader context of uncertain socio-economic or climate futures, it is

better to use locally-derived scenarios reflecting development choices that can be embedded

in broader ‘bounding scenarios’ of future global development and climate trends.” We

underscore here that it will not be enough to simply provide the IAV community the
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flexibility to customize basic SSPs—the iterative loop for SSPs must be closed such that

extended or revised versions of the SSPs are re-evaluated with the scholarship of the IAV

community as part of a comprehensive analysis of challenges to adaptation.8

Deeper thinking about IAV-IAM collaborations will be necessary to make such compre-

hensive analyses a reality. Already, the IAM community is working to develop integrated

approaches for coupling their efforts to those who model climate and other biophysical earth

systems (van Vuuren et al. 2012b). A similar effort is needed for the human dimensions of

climate change (for a related discussion, see Schweizer and Bee 2013). This means that more

effort is needed to incorporate socioeconomic factors that are currently rarely or inadequate-

ly addressed in IAMs (see also Patt et al. 2010).9

This collaboration needs to go beyond the enhancement of models, however. It will be

difficult, if not impossible, to quantify many of the important factors related to challenges to

adaptation. Therefore, it is important that the narrative components of the SSPs not be

overshadowed by the quantification produced by the IAM community, which has been the

case in many past exercises.

As the scientific community moves beyond the parallel phase to integrating the SSPs,

RCPs, and other components (e.g., Shared Climate Policy Assumptions; see Kriegler et al.

this issue), climatic factors themselves will intermix with the challenges to adaptation as

defined in the SSPs. This will enable the full characterization of challenges to adaptation as

laid out earlier in Sections 2 and 3. Research activities in SSP development and integration

are ongoing but will certainly call for further collaboration between the IAM and IAV

communities.

5 Conclusions

In this paper, we have unpacked the concept of challenges to adaptation, which along with

challenges to mitigation, is being used to characterize the SSPs, one component of new

scenarios for climate change research. First, we tried to situate this new concept in the context

of the rich literatures related to inter alia adaptation, vulnerability, and resilience. This led us to

argue that a proper characterization of challenges to adaptation requires a ‘thick’ description

(Geertz 1973). This has a number of implications for the operationalization of the concept in the

basic and extended versions of the SSPs. First, the elements comprising challenges to adapta-

tion must include a wide range of socioeconomic and even some (non-climatic) biophysical

factors. Second, careful considerationmust be given to differences in these factors across scales,

and ideally cross-scale interactions. Third, any representation of the concept will require both

quantitative and qualitative elements.

The centrality of the concept of challenges to adaptation in the SSPs has deep implica-

tions for future climate research. We conclude that the traditional, primarily unidirectional

relationship between the IAV and IAM communities must change in order to achieve two

8 To provide an instructive example, objectives for the extended SSP process could be adopted that resemble

the objectives of the World Water Scenarios developed as part of UNESCO’s World Water Assessment

Programme. One of their objectives includes, “Support scenario building at the national and subnational

scales, which will inform the global process and stimulate the interchange of experiences, mutual learning and

reciprocal capacity-building among … interested groups” (UNESCO-WWAP 2012).
9 The call for IAM to incorporate additional socioeconomic factors should not be confused with asking the

community to necessarily build ever more sophisticated models. As discussed by van Vuuren et al. (2012b),

one can also think more critically about how to link IAM models’ runs with analyses that are conducted by

other researchers that use different tools.
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major objectives. First, more sophisticated thinking about the IAV-IAM interface is required to

better bridge the often more local scale and shorter-time horizon studies of IAV with the

generally larger-scale and longer-time horizon studies of IAM. This will be necessary if the

SSPs are to live up to the expectation that they reflect the best available knowledge on

socioeconomic challenges to adaptation. Second, it will not be enough to simply provide the

IAV community the flexibility to customize basic versions of the SSPs for more localized

studies. O’Neill et al. (this issue) envision a sustained process, where the basic SSPs can be

refined using knowledge gleaned from their extension to the local levels. A further iterative loop

may be necessary when full scenarios (SSP + RCP + SPAs) are analyzed—to enable a more

sophisticated understanding of adaptation challenges in light of particular levels of climate

change. This will require researchers to continue to think innovatively about the SSPs and the

scenarios. Only in this way will they attain their goal of providing value to both the IAM and

IAV communities, which is needed for more comprehensive understandings of the possibilities

for the mitigation of and adaptation to future climate change, as well as any residual impacts.
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