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Commitments to 
Share Knowledge:  
Toward Adaptation 
Partnerships that 
Cross Boundaries



 As the topic of this conference recognizes, the answer lies in 

partnerships:

 For increasing adaptation capacities

 For identifying and evaluating adaptation activities

 For facilitating and supporting appropriate actions

 For learning from experience

If an Important Objective for All of Us Is to Assure 

Appropriate Adaptation to Vulnerabilities, Risks, and 

Impacts of Climate Change, Then a Key Question Is How 

to Convert Adaptation Knowledge into Adaptation 

Actions (I):



 Needs for partnerships include:

 Partnerships between knowledge providers and knowledge users

 Partnerships between knowledge from research and knowledge from 

experience/practice

 Partnerships between scales of government 

 Partnerships among government, business, and civil society

If an Important Objective Is to Assure Appropriate 

Adaptation to Vulnerabilities, Risks, and Impacts of 

Climate Change, Then a Key Question for All of Us Is 

How to Convert Adaptation Knowledge into Adaptation 

Actions (II):



 Our US perspectives on these challenges are not necessarily a 
perfect fit with your Australian context, but let me share 
with you what lessons we think we have learned (even if we 
are not always as good as you are at applying them!) :

 Lessons about effective and self-sustaining communications across 

boundaries between communities

 Lessons about how to build relationships on which such 

communications depend – especially the challenge of mobilizing the 

“bottom-up” part of a “top-down/bottom-up” structure for 

interaction

If an Important Objective Is to Assure Appropriate 

Adaptation to Vulnerabilities, Risks, and Impacts of 

Climate Change, Then a Key Question for All of Us Is 

How to Convert Adaptation Knowledge into Adaptation 

Actions (III):



 An early example of effective 

practice in building cross-

boundary partnerships – US 

National Coal Policy Project, 1978

 A pioneering effort by environmental 

groups and the coal industry in the US to 

explore whether there were things they 

could agree on….

 Focused on joint field trips to coal 

development sites, during which people 

from each group got to know each other 

as people rather than stereotypes

 Led to concluding that areas of 

agreement were greater than areas of 

disagreement, and many of the personal 

relationships continued for many years 

Two Early Examples (I):



 An early example of useful research on 

boundary-crossing partnerships:  the 

Harvard Global Environmental 

Assessment Project (1995-2006)

 Focused on lessons learned from 

detailed case studies of several dozen 

environmental assessment experiences 

internationally

Two Early Examples (II):

 Found, as just one example, that interactions across 

boundaries often depend on boundary-crossing 

organizations and/or individuals:  parties whose job 

is to assure that boundaries are successfully 

transcended (Moser and Cash, 2000) 



 The first US National Climate Impact Assessment (1997-2001)

 A number of US urban climate change vulnerability/adaptation 

assessments

 The US GEOSS/IEOSS experience

 Several US NAS/NRC studies of information-sharing partnerships

 Experiments with participative scenario development

 The pursuit of “climate services”

 New perspectives on adaptation science

(Plus the international Millennium Ecosystem Assessment)

A Variety of US Experiences with and 

Assessments of Partnership-building:



• The first US National Climate Impact 

Assessment (1997-2001)

• Was designed to build from regional and 

sectoral stakeholder questions and issues, 

not from climate change scenarios:  initiated 

by stakeholder workshops, incorporating 

stakeholder participation in many 

assessment teams

• Found that listening to stakeholder concerns 

and then responding with science worked 

better than vice versa

• Found that stakeholders had useful 

perspectives on the science that the scientists 

had not thought of…

The First US National Climate Impact 

Assessment (1997-2001):



A Number Of Urban Climate Change 

Vulnerability/Adaptation Assessments:

• In the US, especially New York City (also 

Chicago and others)

• Organized through strong local government 

leadership, based on active, iterative interaction 

among scientists, decision-makers, and citizens

• Set in a risk management framework, looking for 

responses to vulnerabilities that would offer co-

benefits for other urban improvement agendas

• Have shown that boundary-crossing is indeed 

possible – and that it can have observable results:  

e.g., impacts of Superstorm Sandy in NYC



 The US GEOSS/IEOSS experience 

(2004 – 2008)

 A US government commitment to determine 

priorities for satellite-based earth 

observations on the basis of social benefits:  

15 USG agencies and 3 White House offices

 Promised interfaces with user communities 

regarding human health and well-being, 

disaster preparedness, and other social 

concerns

 But found it difficult to structure and sustain 

the bottom-up interface in assuring and 

verifying benefits

 As a result, sustaining the initiative 

depended on strong top-down leadership to 

overcome bureaucratic inertia –which  did 

not survive the leadership change…

The US GEOSS/IEOSS Experience:



US NAS/NRC Studies Of Information-Sharing 

Partnerships: 



• Illustrative findings included:

• Bridging should begin with collaborative problem formulation and process design, related 
to user needs

• A key part of the collaboration is looking for shared identities and values across 
boundaries – places for individuals to start in getting acquainted:  we have more in 
common than we have realized

• An effective mechanism is collaborative, integrated assessments of critical issues, jointly 
authored, owned, and communicated

• A continuing assessment process works best if it is combined with observational systems 
for monitoring what is actually happening

• Important to evaluate interactions among partners, learn from experience, and adapt 
accordingly

• Useful to understand how to use new social media and the internet…

US NAS/NRC Studies Of Information-Sharing 

Partnerships: 



 Involving stakeholders in developing scenarios 

of plausible possible future in order to identify 

the main questions and and concerns

 Such a process is an effective vehicle for 

interactive cross-boundary thinking about the 

future

 Focusing on solutions to vulnerabilities and 

problems can be especially empowering to 

stakeholders:  what can I do, not just what 

should I worry about

 Visualization approaches are important in 

helping stakeholders and decision-makers 

understand implications of trajectories through 

time

Experiments With Participatory Scenario 

Development (US and Canada):



The Concept of Climate Services 
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The Concept of Climate Services



• Found that we know too little about what different sectoral and regional users 
actually need:  70% the same as each other?  30%? Makes a difference in 
developing effective programs

• Found that we do not know how to structure the bottom-up part of such a 
process:

• Who should participate?  Who decides who should participate?  Why should        
stakeholders agree to this representation?

• What value would they get from participating?

• How would their participation be supported?

• But a few notable successes in the US, such as a Climate Community of 
Practice in the Gulf Coast, which brings together outreach and educational 
professionals with community officials to consider adaptation pathways for 
coastal communities

The Pursuit of “Climate Services” (2007-10):



New Perspectives on Adaptation Science:

• We find in the US that more knowledge is being gained right now from 

adaptation practice than from adaptation science:  how do we deploy to learn 

from (and recognize the legitimacy of) this learning?

• Practice is increasingly oriented toward adaptive risk management rather than 

the quantitative optimization analysis that scientists tend to prefer:  a challenge 

of connecting different ways of learning for the co-production of knowledge

• This process can be supported by – but not dictated by – improvements in the 

science base for both adaptation analysis and adaptation practice (both menus of 

adaptation options and approaches for implementing good ideas)

• Effective connections call for new linkages between science and practice in both 

directions
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New Perspectives on Adaptation Science:

• We find in the US that more knowledge is being gained right now from 

adaptation practice than from adaptation science:  how do we deploy to learn 

from (and recognize the legitimacy of) this learning?

• Practice is increasingly oriented toward adaptive risk management rather than 

the quantitative optimization analysis that scientists tend to prefer:  a challenge 

of connecting different ways of learning for the co-production of knowledge

• This process can be supported by – but not dictated by – improvements in the 

science base for both adaptation analysis and adaptation practice (both menus of 

adaptation options and approaches for implementing good ideas)

• Effective connections call for new linkages between science and practice in both 

directions



New Perspectives on Adaptation Science:
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 The MEA produced a variety of 

reports, including Bridging Scales and 

Knowledge Systems - 2006 (I):

 Bridging requires time and effort – all 

sides must perceive value if it is to be 

sustained

 Helpful to include a variety of 

communication modes rather than 

trying to determine one “optimal” 

mode

 Need #1:  forums and platforms for 

interaction, trust-building, and joint 

action

: The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment – 2001-

2005 (I):



 The Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment:  Bridging Scales and 
Knowledge Systems (II):

 Need #2:  individuals, groups, and 

institutions that translate information 

and facilitate information exchanges 

between and among different 

communities and scales

 Need #3:  in many cases, effective 

interaction benefits from capacity-

building, knowledge building, and skill 

development among stakeholders and/or 

their representatives – responding their 

requests and emphasizing learning by 

doing (not schooling)…

:The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (II):



 The essence of cross-boundary adaptation partnerships 
is effective cross-boundary communication, but the 
barriers are really considerable:

 Stereotypical attitudes about each other

 Differences in objectives/measures of value and success

 Issues of terminology, jargon, style

 The fact that everybody is busy, and 
communication/relationship building takes time and effort

A Few Lessons that Might Be Worth 

Considering (I):



 The essence of cross-boundary adaptation partnerships 
is effective cross-boundary communication, which can be 
facilitated by:

• Getting to know each other as people, not stereotypes:  e.g., organizing   
activities that involve people from both sides of boundaries in a joint 
enterprise that they both value – focused on what to do, not just what to 
study, and spending quality time together

• Supporting boundary-crossing people and institutions over time.  
Making the “bottom-up” part work requires self-sustaining institutional 
structures, with sources of continuing support:  key people and 
institutions with credibility, and funding that can be counted upon for 
the long term – THE TOUGHEST OF THE CHALLENGES

• Considering assistance with capacity-building for the longer term

• Building in evaluation and learning in order to get better through time

A Few Lessons that Might Be Worth Considering (II):



 The essence of cross-boundary adaptation partnerships is 

effective cross-boundary communication, and we have new 

information technology and social media options to help:

 Enormous potentials for new kinds of self-sustaining IT-assisted 

linkages, although not equal levels of comfort for all (…e.g., some 

generational differences?)

 We are learning that IT linkages work better for sharing information 

when people on both ends already know each other – they are not the 

way to start, but they can be an effective way to stay connected

 Experimenting with different modes can help to find the best fit for 

each kind of partnership:  each party has individuals who are good at 

this!

A Few Lessons that Might Be Worth 

Considering (III):



 The essence of cross-boundary adaptation partnerships is 

effective cross-boundary communication, and we can learn 

to do it and even to enjoy it!

• Start by wanting it to happen

• Continue it by allocating some time and resources to 

support bridging and collaboration

• Sustain it by turning it into a value-added proposition for 

all

A Few Lessons that Might Be Worth Considering 

(IV):



THANK YOU!

Thomas J. Wilbanks
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