
Can we adapt?
Climate change repre-
sents an unprecedented 
challenge to society. The 
Earth’s climate has always 
undergone change, and 
human societies have a 
long history of adapting 
to climate variability and 
change. However, the 
rate and magnitude of 
observed and projected 
changes associated with 
increasing greenhouse 

The PLAN project inves-
tigates the potentials of 
adaptation, as well as 
the limits to adaptation 
as a response to climate 
change. PLAN empha-
sises that adaptation is 
a social process, and it 
explores how individu-
als, communities and 
groups can respond to 
new threats to human 
security.  

Climate change: 

gas emissions are likely 
to pose new risks to 
humans, ecosystems, and 
species.  As the impacts 
of climate change be-
come more evident and 
better understood, there 
is a need to understand 
how different parts of 
society can adapt to pro-
jected changes and the 
uncertainties associated 
with global warming. 

The Potentials of and 
Limits to Adaptation in 
Norway (PLAN)

PLAN is a large, coordinated social 
science-based research project 
that analyzes the potentials of and 
limits to adaptation as a response 
to climate change in Norway. This 

four-year project (2007–2010) will 
provide an empirical and theoretical 
understanding of adaptation as a 
social process, with an emphasis 
on its potential to reduce negative 
impacts and realize the potential 
benefits of climate change. It will 
also contribute to a relatively new 
discourse on the societal limits to 
adaptation. 

For more information about the PLAN project:

6 An Integrated 
Geographic 

Information System 
for Assessing 
Climate Change 
Impacts and 
Adaptive Capacity 
in Norway 
A geographic information 
system (GIS) is an 
integrated collection of 
computer software and 
data used to visualize and 
manage information about 
geographic places, analyze 
spatial relationships, and 
model spatial processes; it 
provides a framework for 
gathering and organizing 
spatial data and related 
information so that it can be 
displayed and analyzed.

The objective of this 
sub-project is to develop 
a GIS-based tool that 
identifies projected physical 
impacts of climate change 

and directs attention to 
the underlying social and 
economic conditions that 
influence vulnerability and 
adaptive capacity. That is, 
how can information about 
climate change impacts and 
vulnerability be conveyed 
to stakeholders in an 
interactive manner that 
facilitates planning for the 
future under a changing 
climate? And what methods 
can be used to integrate 
and represent qualitative, 
contextual information 
representing different 
preference criteria together 
with quantitative, scenario-
based results?

Visiting address:
PLAN
Moltke Moes vei 31
Harriet Holters hus, 2nd floor
0851 Oslo
Norway

Post address:
PLAN 
Department of Sociology and 
Human Geography 
P.O. Box 1096 Blindern
0317 Oslo
Norway

Homepage:
http://www.iss.uio.no/forskning/prosjekter/plan/

E-mail:
Project leader: Professor Karen O’Brien: karen.obrien@sgeo.uio.no

5 Assessing 
the Limits to 

Adaptation and 
Consequences for 
Human Security
Understanding the limits 
to adaptation under future 
climate change has largely 
been based on quantification 
of residual impacts under 
different scenarios of 
climate change, with little 
consideration to adaptation 
as a social process. Instead 
of focusing on the physical 
conditions that limit 
adaptation, this sub-project 
looks at the social conditions 
that limit the effectiveness 
of adaptation strategies for 
individuals and groups, and 
the implications for society 
as a whole. A premise for 
this research is that the 
success of adaptation as 
a response to a changing 
climate is closely linked 
to the characteristics and 
outcomes that are most 

valued by individuals and 
communities. Values can 
be evaluated in relation 
to human security, which 
can be considered from 
many perspectives: 
income security, food 
security, health security, 
environmental security, 
community/identity 
security, and security of 
political freedoms.

Around 90 percent of 
Norway’s population takes 
part in outdoor activities. 
Previously, utility-based 
activities such as hunting, 
fishing and gathering food 
dominated this activity. 
Today, it is walks in the local 
countryside, skiing, hiking 
and swimming that rank as 
the most popular outdoor 
activities. Such activities 
will be affected — both 
positively and negatively 
— by climate change.

For example, changes 
to the ski industry in 
Norway under warmer 
climate conditions are 
likely to have differential 
consequences and 
significance for individuals 
and communities in Norway. 
Potential adaptations to 
changing ski conditions will 
vary among skiers, resorts, 
retailers, and the travel 
industry, and the metrics 
for evaluating outcomes are 
likely to be very different.
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What is PLAN? 
PLAN is an interdisciplinary social science-based research 
project funded by the Research Council of Norway’s 
NORKLIMA program. The aim of the project is to investigate 
how individuals and communities in Norway adapt 
to climate change. PLAN addresses three key research 
questions:
1) How do social processes influence the capacity to adapt to 
climate change? 
2) What are the limits to adaptation as a response to 
changing climate conditions? 
3) What are the implications of these limits for human 
security?

PLAN is based at the University of Oslo’s Department of 
Sociology and Human Geography in Norway and includes 
geographers, political scientists, urban planners, and 
anthropologists from several Norwegian leading research 
institutions:

The Center for International Climate and Environmental 
Research-Oslo (CICERO) 
The Fridtjof Nansen Institute (FNI)
The Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research 
(NIBR)
The Norwegian Meteorological Institute (met.no)
The University of Bergen (UiB)
The University of Oslo (UiO)
The University of Tromsø (UiT)

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Our international collaborators include researchers 
at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Research, Stockholm 
Environment Institute (SEI), the UK Climate Impacts 
Programme (UKCIP), and the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research (NCAR).

PLAN Research
Who can adapt, how, and why? What determines adaptive 
capacity, and what constrains it? Are all adaptations feasible 
and socially desirable? What are the limits to adaptation? 

It is easy to believe that developed countries will be able 
to adapt to warmer temperatures, rising sea levels and 
extreme weather conditions. After all, wealth, technology, 
infrastructure, and institutions are among the elements 
associated with high adaptive capacity. However, both 
gradual changes and changes in the frequency and intensity 
of extreme events such as floods, storms, and heat waves 
may have important and unexpected consequences for 
society.

This PLAN project will be implemented through six 
integrated sub-projects: 

Contexts for Climate Change Adaptation in Norway 
The Process of Local Adaptation: Institutional Learning, 
Networks and Local Knowledge
New Public Management and the Energy Sector’s Ability 
to Adapt to Climate Change
Adaptation and Mitigation in Urban Planning and 
Waterfront Development
Assessing the Limits to Adaptation and Consequences for 
Human Security
An Integrated GIS for Assessing Climate Change Impacts 
and Adaptive Capacity in Norway

1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

“Even the most stringent mitigation efforts cannot avoid further impacts of climate 
change in the next few decades, which makes adaptation essential, particularly in 
addressing near-term impacts.”

IPCC Working Group II Summary for Policymakers 2007

1 Contexts for 
Climate Change 

Adaptation in 
Norway 
While theoretical 
understandings of regional 
climate change impacts and 
potential adaptation needs 
have been documented, 
little empirical research 
has been carried out to 
determine the local and 
context-specific ways in 
which communities adapt 
to climate change. Similarly, 
little has been done to 
document the limitations 
and opportunities that exist 
for community adaptation 
in the context of other 
ongoing environmental and 
socio-economic changes. 

This PLAN sub-project 
will identify how projected 
changes in climate interact 
with changes in social and 

natural conditions, and 
how such interactions 
shape vulnerability and 
adaptation strategies, 
needs, opportunities 
and constraints at the 
community level in Norway: 
How do communities 
respond to the combined 
effects of climate change 
and changes in ongoing 
social, environmental 
and economic processes? 
What types of local 
indicators and information 
can be used to monitor, 
document and analyse 
local adaptation needs, 
processes, opportunities and 
constraints? What strengths 
and opportunities at the 
community level do or 
could facilitate adaptation 
processes, and what are 
the practical limits or 
constraints for community 
adaptation?

2 The Process 
of Local 

Adaptation: 
Institutional 
Learning, Networks 
and Local 
Knowledge

Local knowledge that is 
important for adaptation 
refers to both knowledge 
of local risk factors for 
municipal level responses 
to floods and other climatic 
extremes, and to knowledge 
for engaging in flexible 
production and income 
strategies adapted to 
local climatic conditions. 
Exchange of information 
as well as sharing work and 
capital expenses exemplify 
social relations that are 
critical for adaptation.

The aim of this sub-project 
is to identify how social 
learning, information flows, 
formation of networks 
and generation of local 
knowledge take place as part 
of the process of adaptation. 
That is, how do extreme 
climatic events trigger 
learning processes and new 
forms of collaboration in 
formal institutional systems 
at the local level? How do 
informal networks and 
local knowledge evolve 
and interact with formal 
institutional systems 
in adapting to climatic 
variability and extreme 
events? And are local 
manifestations of economic 
globalisation shaping 
learning, formation of 
networks and generation of 
local knowledge?

An example of technical flood adaptation (CICERO)

3 New Public 
Management 

and the Energy 
Sector’s Ability to 
Adapt to Climate 
Change 

The Norwegian energy 
sector is important because 
of its vulnerability to 
climate change-induced 
weather effects, its saliency 
in the functioning of the 
society, and its history of 
NPM-reforms, including 
privatization of public 
enterprises and energy 
services.

The aim of this sub-
project is to examine 
whether and how New 
Public Management (NPM) 

reforms, in the forms of 
changes in administrative 
organisation and practices, 
have affected the capacity 
for adapting to climate 
change with the following 
research questions: How 
well-adapted are the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden to climate- 
change related weather 
events? To what degree 
and in what ways have 
NPM-reforms and weather-
induced events affected the 
adaptive capacity of the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden? How can the 
adaptive capacity of the 
Norwegian energy sector be 
improved in order to cope 
with future climate-change-
related weather events? 

4 Adaptation and 
Mitigation in 

Urban Planning 
and Waterfront 
Development
The idea of the “compact 
city” has been promoted as 
a solution for sustainable 
urban development in 
Norway as well as in the 

EU, by political authorities 
as well as within the 
professional planning 
discourse. The justification 
for this normative theory 
about a “good city form” 
is that it decreases the 
volume of transportation 
due to decreasing travelling 
distances and increasing 
use of non-motorised 
transportation, thus 

mitigating greenhouse 
gas emissions. In addition, 
a compact city will lead 
to less consumption of 
energy in buildings because 
of more dense building 
types. Increasing densities 
within the urban area, 
may, however, make them 
more prone to flooding and 
extreme weather conditions 
due to climate change, 

depending on the location 
along the Norwegian coast. 

This subproject will focus 
on water front developments 
in Norway. It will be divided 
in two work packages with 
different theoretical focus on 
the same empirical material: 
governance and use of 
knowledge in planning. Case 
studies will be conducted 
in three or four urban areas 
selected on the basis of 
earlier experiences with 
extreme weather conditions 
as well their vulnerability 
to such situations under 
scenarios of future climate 
change.
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What is PLAN? 
PLAN is an interdisciplinary social science-based research 
project funded by the Research Council of Norway’s 
NORKLIMA program. The aim of the project is to investigate 
how individuals and communities in Norway adapt 
to climate change. PLAN addresses three key research 
questions:
1) How do social processes influence the capacity to adapt to 
climate change? 
2) What are the limits to adaptation as a response to 
changing climate conditions? 
3) What are the implications of these limits for human 
security?

PLAN is based at the University of Oslo’s Department of 
Sociology and Human Geography in Norway and includes 
geographers, political scientists, urban planners, and 
anthropologists from several Norwegian leading research 
institutions:

The Center for International Climate and Environmental 
Research-Oslo (CICERO) 
The Fridtjof Nansen Institute (FNI)
The Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research 
(NIBR)
The Norwegian Meteorological Institute (met.no)
The University of Bergen (UiB)
The University of Oslo (UiO)
The University of Tromsø (UiT)

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Our international collaborators include researchers 
at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Research, Stockholm 
Environment Institute (SEI), the UK Climate Impacts 
Programme (UKCIP), and the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research (NCAR).

PLAN Research
Who can adapt, how, and why? What determines adaptive 
capacity, and what constrains it? Are all adaptations feasible 
and socially desirable? What are the limits to adaptation? 

It is easy to believe that developed countries will be able 
to adapt to warmer temperatures, rising sea levels and 
extreme weather conditions. After all, wealth, technology, 
infrastructure, and institutions are among the elements 
associated with high adaptive capacity. However, both 
gradual changes and changes in the frequency and intensity 
of extreme events such as floods, storms, and heat waves 
may have important and unexpected consequences for 
society.

This PLAN project will be implemented through six 
integrated sub-projects: 

Contexts for Climate Change Adaptation in Norway 
The Process of Local Adaptation: Institutional Learning, 
Networks and Local Knowledge
New Public Management and the Energy Sector’s Ability 
to Adapt to Climate Change
Adaptation and Mitigation in Urban Planning and 
Waterfront Development
Assessing the Limits to Adaptation and Consequences for 
Human Security
An Integrated GIS for Assessing Climate Change Impacts 
and Adaptive Capacity in Norway

1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

“Even the most stringent mitigation efforts cannot avoid further impacts of climate 
change in the next few decades, which makes adaptation essential, particularly in 
addressing near-term impacts.”

IPCC Working Group II Summary for Policymakers 2007

1 Contexts for 
Climate Change 

Adaptation in 
Norway 
While theoretical 
understandings of regional 
climate change impacts and 
potential adaptation needs 
have been documented, 
little empirical research 
has been carried out to 
determine the local and 
context-specific ways in 
which communities adapt 
to climate change. Similarly, 
little has been done to 
document the limitations 
and opportunities that exist 
for community adaptation 
in the context of other 
ongoing environmental and 
socio-economic changes. 

This PLAN sub-project 
will identify how projected 
changes in climate interact 
with changes in social and 

natural conditions, and 
how such interactions 
shape vulnerability and 
adaptation strategies, 
needs, opportunities 
and constraints at the 
community level in Norway: 
How do communities 
respond to the combined 
effects of climate change 
and changes in ongoing 
social, environmental 
and economic processes? 
What types of local 
indicators and information 
can be used to monitor, 
document and analyse 
local adaptation needs, 
processes, opportunities and 
constraints? What strengths 
and opportunities at the 
community level do or 
could facilitate adaptation 
processes, and what are 
the practical limits or 
constraints for community 
adaptation?

2 The Process 
of Local 

Adaptation: 
Institutional 
Learning, Networks 
and Local 
Knowledge

Local knowledge that is 
important for adaptation 
refers to both knowledge 
of local risk factors for 
municipal level responses 
to floods and other climatic 
extremes, and to knowledge 
for engaging in flexible 
production and income 
strategies adapted to 
local climatic conditions. 
Exchange of information 
as well as sharing work and 
capital expenses exemplify 
social relations that are 
critical for adaptation.

The aim of this sub-project 
is to identify how social 
learning, information flows, 
formation of networks 
and generation of local 
knowledge take place as part 
of the process of adaptation. 
That is, how do extreme 
climatic events trigger 
learning processes and new 
forms of collaboration in 
formal institutional systems 
at the local level? How do 
informal networks and 
local knowledge evolve 
and interact with formal 
institutional systems 
in adapting to climatic 
variability and extreme 
events? And are local 
manifestations of economic 
globalisation shaping 
learning, formation of 
networks and generation of 
local knowledge?

An example of technical flood adaptation (CICERO)

3 New Public 
Management 

and the Energy 
Sector’s Ability to 
Adapt to Climate 
Change 

The Norwegian energy 
sector is important because 
of its vulnerability to 
climate change-induced 
weather effects, its saliency 
in the functioning of the 
society, and its history of 
NPM-reforms, including 
privatization of public 
enterprises and energy 
services.

The aim of this sub-
project is to examine 
whether and how New 
Public Management (NPM) 

reforms, in the forms of 
changes in administrative 
organisation and practices, 
have affected the capacity 
for adapting to climate 
change with the following 
research questions: How 
well-adapted are the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden to climate- 
change related weather 
events? To what degree 
and in what ways have 
NPM-reforms and weather-
induced events affected the 
adaptive capacity of the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden? How can the 
adaptive capacity of the 
Norwegian energy sector be 
improved in order to cope 
with future climate-change-
related weather events? 

4 Adaptation and 
Mitigation in 

Urban Planning 
and Waterfront 
Development
The idea of the “compact 
city” has been promoted as 
a solution for sustainable 
urban development in 
Norway as well as in the 

EU, by political authorities 
as well as within the 
professional planning 
discourse. The justification 
for this normative theory 
about a “good city form” 
is that it decreases the 
volume of transportation 
due to decreasing travelling 
distances and increasing 
use of non-motorised 
transportation, thus 

mitigating greenhouse 
gas emissions. In addition, 
a compact city will lead 
to less consumption of 
energy in buildings because 
of more dense building 
types. Increasing densities 
within the urban area, 
may, however, make them 
more prone to flooding and 
extreme weather conditions 
due to climate change, 

depending on the location 
along the Norwegian coast. 

This subproject will focus 
on water front developments 
in Norway. It will be divided 
in two work packages with 
different theoretical focus on 
the same empirical material: 
governance and use of 
knowledge in planning. Case 
studies will be conducted 
in three or four urban areas 
selected on the basis of 
earlier experiences with 
extreme weather conditions 
as well their vulnerability 
to such situations under 
scenarios of future climate 
change.
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What is PLAN? 
PLAN is an interdisciplinary social science-based research 
project funded by the Research Council of Norway’s 
NORKLIMA program. The aim of the project is to investigate 
how individuals and communities in Norway adapt 
to climate change. PLAN addresses three key research 
questions:
1) How do social processes influence the capacity to adapt to 
climate change? 
2) What are the limits to adaptation as a response to 
changing climate conditions? 
3) What are the implications of these limits for human 
security?

PLAN is based at the University of Oslo’s Department of 
Sociology and Human Geography in Norway and includes 
geographers, political scientists, urban planners, and 
anthropologists from several Norwegian leading research 
institutions:

The Center for International Climate and Environmental 
Research-Oslo (CICERO) 
The Fridtjof Nansen Institute (FNI)
The Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research 
(NIBR)
The Norwegian Meteorological Institute (met.no)
The University of Bergen (UiB)
The University of Oslo (UiO)
The University of Tromsø (UiT)

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Our international collaborators include researchers 
at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Research, Stockholm 
Environment Institute (SEI), the UK Climate Impacts 
Programme (UKCIP), and the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research (NCAR).

PLAN Research
Who can adapt, how, and why? What determines adaptive 
capacity, and what constrains it? Are all adaptations feasible 
and socially desirable? What are the limits to adaptation? 

It is easy to believe that developed countries will be able 
to adapt to warmer temperatures, rising sea levels and 
extreme weather conditions. After all, wealth, technology, 
infrastructure, and institutions are among the elements 
associated with high adaptive capacity. However, both 
gradual changes and changes in the frequency and intensity 
of extreme events such as floods, storms, and heat waves 
may have important and unexpected consequences for 
society.

This PLAN project will be implemented through six 
integrated sub-projects: 

Contexts for Climate Change Adaptation in Norway 
The Process of Local Adaptation: Institutional Learning, 
Networks and Local Knowledge
New Public Management and the Energy Sector’s Ability 
to Adapt to Climate Change
Adaptation and Mitigation in Urban Planning and 
Waterfront Development
Assessing the Limits to Adaptation and Consequences for 
Human Security
An Integrated GIS for Assessing Climate Change Impacts 
and Adaptive Capacity in Norway

1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

“Even the most stringent mitigation efforts cannot avoid further impacts of climate 
change in the next few decades, which makes adaptation essential, particularly in 
addressing near-term impacts.”

IPCC Working Group II Summary for Policymakers 2007

1 Contexts for 
Climate Change 

Adaptation in 
Norway 
While theoretical 
understandings of regional 
climate change impacts and 
potential adaptation needs 
have been documented, 
little empirical research 
has been carried out to 
determine the local and 
context-specific ways in 
which communities adapt 
to climate change. Similarly, 
little has been done to 
document the limitations 
and opportunities that exist 
for community adaptation 
in the context of other 
ongoing environmental and 
socio-economic changes. 

This PLAN sub-project 
will identify how projected 
changes in climate interact 
with changes in social and 

natural conditions, and 
how such interactions 
shape vulnerability and 
adaptation strategies, 
needs, opportunities 
and constraints at the 
community level in Norway: 
How do communities 
respond to the combined 
effects of climate change 
and changes in ongoing 
social, environmental 
and economic processes? 
What types of local 
indicators and information 
can be used to monitor, 
document and analyse 
local adaptation needs, 
processes, opportunities and 
constraints? What strengths 
and opportunities at the 
community level do or 
could facilitate adaptation 
processes, and what are 
the practical limits or 
constraints for community 
adaptation?

2 The Process 
of Local 

Adaptation: 
Institutional 
Learning, Networks 
and Local 
Knowledge

Local knowledge that is 
important for adaptation 
refers to both knowledge 
of local risk factors for 
municipal level responses 
to floods and other climatic 
extremes, and to knowledge 
for engaging in flexible 
production and income 
strategies adapted to 
local climatic conditions. 
Exchange of information 
as well as sharing work and 
capital expenses exemplify 
social relations that are 
critical for adaptation.

The aim of this sub-project 
is to identify how social 
learning, information flows, 
formation of networks 
and generation of local 
knowledge take place as part 
of the process of adaptation. 
That is, how do extreme 
climatic events trigger 
learning processes and new 
forms of collaboration in 
formal institutional systems 
at the local level? How do 
informal networks and 
local knowledge evolve 
and interact with formal 
institutional systems 
in adapting to climatic 
variability and extreme 
events? And are local 
manifestations of economic 
globalisation shaping 
learning, formation of 
networks and generation of 
local knowledge?

An example of technical flood adaptation (CICERO)

3 New Public 
Management 

and the Energy 
Sector’s Ability to 
Adapt to Climate 
Change 

The Norwegian energy 
sector is important because 
of its vulnerability to 
climate change-induced 
weather effects, its saliency 
in the functioning of the 
society, and its history of 
NPM-reforms, including 
privatization of public 
enterprises and energy 
services.

The aim of this sub-
project is to examine 
whether and how New 
Public Management (NPM) 

reforms, in the forms of 
changes in administrative 
organisation and practices, 
have affected the capacity 
for adapting to climate 
change with the following 
research questions: How 
well-adapted are the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden to climate- 
change related weather 
events? To what degree 
and in what ways have 
NPM-reforms and weather-
induced events affected the 
adaptive capacity of the 
energy sectors in Norway 
and Sweden? How can the 
adaptive capacity of the 
Norwegian energy sector be 
improved in order to cope 
with future climate-change-
related weather events? 

4 Adaptation and 
Mitigation in 

Urban Planning 
and Waterfront 
Development
The idea of the “compact 
city” has been promoted as 
a solution for sustainable 
urban development in 
Norway as well as in the 

EU, by political authorities 
as well as within the 
professional planning 
discourse. The justification 
for this normative theory 
about a “good city form” 
is that it decreases the 
volume of transportation 
due to decreasing travelling 
distances and increasing 
use of non-motorised 
transportation, thus 

mitigating greenhouse 
gas emissions. In addition, 
a compact city will lead 
to less consumption of 
energy in buildings because 
of more dense building 
types. Increasing densities 
within the urban area, 
may, however, make them 
more prone to flooding and 
extreme weather conditions 
due to climate change, 

depending on the location 
along the Norwegian coast. 

This subproject will focus 
on water front developments 
in Norway. It will be divided 
in two work packages with 
different theoretical focus on 
the same empirical material: 
governance and use of 
knowledge in planning. Case 
studies will be conducted 
in three or four urban areas 
selected on the basis of 
earlier experiences with 
extreme weather conditions 
as well their vulnerability 
to such situations under 
scenarios of future climate 
change.
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Can we adapt?
Climate change repre-
sents an unprecedented 
challenge to society. The 
Earth’s climate has always 
undergone change, and 
human societies have a 
long history of adapting 
to climate variability and 
change. However, the 
rate and magnitude of 
observed and projected 
changes associated with 
increasing greenhouse 

The PLAN project inves-
tigates the potentials of 
adaptation, as well as 
the limits to adaptation 
as a response to climate 
change. PLAN empha-
sises that adaptation is 
a social process, and it 
explores how individu-
als, communities and 
groups can respond to 
new threats to human 
security.  

Climate change: 

gas emissions are likely 
to pose new risks to 
humans, ecosystems, and 
species.  As the impacts 
of climate change be-
come more evident and 
better understood, there 
is a need to understand 
how different parts of 
society can adapt to pro-
jected changes and the 
uncertainties associated 
with global warming. 

The Potentials of and 
Limits to Adaptation in 
Norway (PLAN)

PLAN is a large, coordinated social 
science-based research project 
that analyzes the potentials of and 
limits to adaptation as a response 
to climate change in Norway. This 

four-year project (2007–2010) will 
provide an empirical and theoretical 
understanding of adaptation as a 
social process, with an emphasis 
on its potential to reduce negative 
impacts and realize the potential 
benefits of climate change. It will 
also contribute to a relatively new 
discourse on the societal limits to 
adaptation. 

For more information about the PLAN project:

6 An Integrated 
Geographic 

Information System 
for Assessing 
Climate Change 
Impacts and 
Adaptive Capacity 
in Norway 
A geographic information 
system (GIS) is an 
integrated collection of 
computer software and 
data used to visualize and 
manage information about 
geographic places, analyze 
spatial relationships, and 
model spatial processes; it 
provides a framework for 
gathering and organizing 
spatial data and related 
information so that it can be 
displayed and analyzed.

The objective of this 
sub-project is to develop 
a GIS-based tool that 
identifies projected physical 
impacts of climate change 

and directs attention to 
the underlying social and 
economic conditions that 
influence vulnerability and 
adaptive capacity. That is, 
how can information about 
climate change impacts and 
vulnerability be conveyed 
to stakeholders in an 
interactive manner that 
facilitates planning for the 
future under a changing 
climate? And what methods 
can be used to integrate 
and represent qualitative, 
contextual information 
representing different 
preference criteria together 
with quantitative, scenario-
based results?

Visiting address:
PLAN
Moltke Moes vei 31
Harriet Holters hus, 2nd floor
0851 Oslo
Norway

Post address:
PLAN 
Department of Sociology and 
Human Geography 
P.O. Box 1096 Blindern
0317 Oslo
Norway

Homepage:
http://www.iss.uio.no/forskning/prosjekter/plan/

E-mail:
Project leader: Professor Karen O’Brien: karen.obrien@sgeo.uio.no

5 Assessing 
the Limits to 

Adaptation and 
Consequences for 
Human Security
Understanding the limits 
to adaptation under future 
climate change has largely 
been based on quantification 
of residual impacts under 
different scenarios of 
climate change, with little 
consideration to adaptation 
as a social process. Instead 
of focusing on the physical 
conditions that limit 
adaptation, this sub-project 
looks at the social conditions 
that limit the effectiveness 
of adaptation strategies for 
individuals and groups, and 
the implications for society 
as a whole. A premise for 
this research is that the 
success of adaptation as 
a response to a changing 
climate is closely linked 
to the characteristics and 
outcomes that are most 

valued by individuals and 
communities. Values can 
be evaluated in relation 
to human security, which 
can be considered from 
many perspectives: 
income security, food 
security, health security, 
environmental security, 
community/identity 
security, and security of 
political freedoms.

Around 90 percent of 
Norway’s population takes 
part in outdoor activities. 
Previously, utility-based 
activities such as hunting, 
fishing and gathering food 
dominated this activity. 
Today, it is walks in the local 
countryside, skiing, hiking 
and swimming that rank as 
the most popular outdoor 
activities. Such activities 
will be affected — both 
positively and negatively 
— by climate change.

For example, changes 
to the ski industry in 
Norway under warmer 
climate conditions are 
likely to have differential 
consequences and 
significance for individuals 
and communities in Norway. 
Potential adaptations to 
changing ski conditions will 
vary among skiers, resorts, 
retailers, and the travel 
industry, and the metrics 
for evaluating outcomes are 
likely to be very different.
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Can we adapt?
Climate change repre-
sents an unprecedented 
challenge to society. The 
Earth’s climate has always 
undergone change, and 
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long history of adapting 
to climate variability and 
change. However, the 
rate and magnitude of 
observed and projected 
changes associated with 
increasing greenhouse 
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new threats to human 
security.  
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climate change, with little 
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as a social process. Instead 
of focusing on the physical 
conditions that limit 
adaptation, this sub-project 
looks at the social conditions 
that limit the effectiveness 
of adaptation strategies for 
individuals and groups, and 
the implications for society 
as a whole. A premise for 
this research is that the 
success of adaptation as 
a response to a changing 
climate is closely linked 
to the characteristics and 
outcomes that are most 

valued by individuals and 
communities. Values can 
be evaluated in relation 
to human security, which 
can be considered from 
many perspectives: 
income security, food 
security, health security, 
environmental security, 
community/identity 
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political freedoms.

Around 90 percent of 
Norway’s population takes 
part in outdoor activities. 
Previously, utility-based 
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fishing and gathering food 
dominated this activity. 
Today, it is walks in the local 
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and swimming that rank as 
the most popular outdoor 
activities. Such activities 
will be affected — both 
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For example, changes 
to the ski industry in 
Norway under warmer 
climate conditions are 
likely to have differential 
consequences and 
significance for individuals 
and communities in Norway. 
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changing ski conditions will 
vary among skiers, resorts, 
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