
Climate Change and Rural Institutions  

 

District government, agricultural advisory services, farmer organisations and other “meso-level” 

institutions in rural areas are increasingly receiving advice about what they need to do to adapt to hazards 

associated with climate change. Much is known about what they “should do”, but there has been far less 

analyses of how they are managing an emerging awareness of climate change in relation to a range of 

other risks and challenges related to uncertain markets, shifting roles of the state, civil society and the 

private sector and new investments in agriculture. The Danish Institute for International Studies has 

received support from Danida to explore the factors that encourage or obstruct innovation within meso-

level institutions in relation to these multiple risks and opportunities.   

Research objectives  
  

The overall objective of the research is: Improved adaptation to climate change in rural areas through 

policy development that stimulates innovation among meso-level institutional actors  

The research addresses the knowledge gap that currently exists about the role of district level institutions 

(specifically local government, agricultural advisory services, agencies involved with natural resource 

management and farmer organisations) in providing an enabling environment for climate change 

adaptation. These meso-level institutions play a key role at the interface between national policies and 

individual/community level adaptation efforts, and the research programme explores  

(i) the nature and extent of their engagements and interactions in climate change adaptation, and  

(ii) the factors and processes that stimulate, constrain or block innovation in relation to climate 

change adaptation.   

Specific objectives of the research are:   

i) To provide national and international decision-makers with evidence-based analysis of the meso-level 

implications of pro-poor climate change adaptation policies and practice  

ii) To improve analytical insight and theoretical understanding of the role of meso-level institutions in 

local adaptation to climate change and risk; and of the factors and processes that influence related aspects 

of rural institutional change   

Research focus  
  

Two perspectives have dominated the social science discourse on climate change adaptation. First has 

been a critique of how international and national policies for “planned” adaptation reach communities.  

Second, a great deal of research is underway on how rural populations are undertaking their own 

“autonomous adaptation” at individual and community levels. Effective and sustainable climate 

adaptation also requires a third focus: understanding of the processes within meso-level institutions that 

mediate between national and local practices.   

 This research pays particular attention to the process of “bricolage” that is underway at this level, 

wherein different development and climate goals, rules and structures are combined, some of which 



involve innovation and others reflect responses that are locked into path dependencies. By investigating 

the ways that meso-level institutions respond to climate change, this research programme contributes to 

analytical development in climate change research in three ways:  

1)  The research situates and understanding of local institutional responses to climate change within the 

wider development context in rural areas of the South. The research expands knowledge regarding how 

innovation and/or path dependency in response to climate change are influenced by other emerging risks 

and opportunities, particularly changing market/investment patterns in land and agricultural production, 

and governance reforms.   

2)  The programme also bridges a common gap between analyses of climate related disasters and more 

gradual climate change by exploring institutional responses in relation to both increasing extreme events 

(floods, drought), and “tipping points” (defined here as where a range of risks gradually converge to the 

point where agro-ecosystems are severely threatened) both of which gradually but fundamentally change 

conditions for farming systems, natural resource management and livelihoods.  

3)  Finally, by comparing and contrasting the meso-level institutional factors that influence climate 

change adaptation, the programme complements and provides synergies with ongoing Danish and 

international research on the more individual and community-level aspects of climate change adaptation.            

  

The meso-level organisations that are the focus of the research are handling environmental change amid a 

complex set of inter-relationships and changing norms. These are often out of sync with new climate 

adaptation plans. On the one hand, they are entwined in institutional relations that may obstruct 

innovation and lock-in certain development trajectories, even in the face of seemingly overwhelming 

climatic hazards. The climate change discourse has focused considerable attention on such path 

dependencies at a macro level, especially how the political economy of institutional inter-relationships 

impedes shifts to low carbon development. On the other hand, some meso-level organisations are also 

finding surprising ways to innovatively combine climate adaptation with other development strategies. 


