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ABSTRACT

This literature review summarises selected theories of institutional change,
with a particular emphasis on issues relevant to the Climate Change and Rural
Institutions (CCRI) research programme. The review focuses on concepts that
can be applied in understanding how and why meso level institutions operat-
ing at district and provincial levels respond or fail to respond when faced with
climate change related upheavals. The review examines the concepts of path
dependency, gradual institutional change and institutional bricolage, and how
these tools might be used to understand processes of change in meso level
institutions when faced by catastrophic environmental change.
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I. INTRODUCTION

This literature review summarises current
perspectives on the aspects of theories of
institutional change that are related to the re-
search questions that will be addressed in the
project Climate Change and Rural Institutions
(CCRI). The review focuses on concepts that
can be applied in understanding how and why
meso level institutions operating at district
and provincial levels respond or fail to re-
spond when faced with climate change related
upheavals. The choice of theories and con-
cepts is not intended to be comprehensive,
given that there is a very wide range of ideas
that may possibly provide additional insights,
but it is hoped that they provide a conceptual
starting point for the theoretical explorations
that will expand as empirical understanding is
generated in the course of the research.

The research questions are as follows:

* What is the contextual setting influen-cing
innovation among meso level institutions?

* How and to what extent are adaptation
measures reflected in the frameworks and
practices of meso level institutions?

¢ Whatare the processes and drivers of meso
level institutional change/lack of change in
response to climate change (CC)?

e What are the impacts of meso level insti-
tutional change (or lack thereof) on rural
adaptation?

The literature reviewed here notably does
not aim to cover the rapidly growing body
of literature on environmental resilience. The
intention is to explicitly focus on areas of un-
derstanding that are all too often overlooked
due to the normative assumptions that are in-
herent in much of the resilience discourse. It
is the intention of CCRI to return to the de-
bate on resilience once a clear and empirically

informed body of knowledge has been devel-
oped. The review starts with an investigation
of the concepts of path dependency, gradual
institutional change and institutional brico-
lage, and how these tools might be used to
build understanding of processes of change
in meso level institutions when faced by cata-
strophic environmental change. These three
conceptual tools are contrasted with a brief
summary of the discourse on innovation
systems. This literature review pays particu-
lar attention to how concepts can be applied
to understanding how different development
and climate goals, rules and structures are
combined, some of which involve innovation
and others which reflect responses that are
locked into path dependencies.

The literature review examines a range of
theoretical perspectives on the role of meso
level institutions (here specifically referring
to institutional structures related to district/
provincial local government, agricultural ad-
visory services, and other agencies and or-
ganisations involved with natural resource
management and agriculture operating at this
level) that may influence their engagement in
climate change adaptation. This understand-
ing of meso level (district) institutions is im-
portant as they are assumed to play a key role
at the interface between national policies and
individual/community level adaptation ef-
forts.

This potential role of meso-level institu-
tions has often been overlooked due to two
perspectives that have dominated the social
science discourse on climate change adapta-
tion. The first has been a focus on how in-
ternational and national policies for ‘planned’
adaptation reach communities (Adger et al.
2009). The second has been the considerable
and ongoing volume of research on how lo-
cal farmers, pastoralists, etc. are undertaking
their own ‘autonomous adaptation’ at individ-
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ual and community levels." However, effec-
tive and sustainable climate adaptation also
requires a third focus: understanding of the
processes within meso level institutions that
mediate between national and local practices.

2. PATH DEPENDENCY

2.1 Path dependency and meso level
response to climate risk

There have been recent calls for attention in
research and practice to how climate and de-
velopment policies come together at the in-
terface between national policies and house-
hold/community adaptation, ie., where
district level institutions operate (Christoplos
et al. 2009). In particular where decentralisa-
tion is profoundly influencing implementa-
tion of adaptation frameworks (Agrawal et al.
2009), meso level institutions and organisa-
tions are playing a growing role in facilitating
adaptation and channelling external invest-
ments. When references are made to local
and meso level institutions in the literature
on climate adaptation, this tends to be in the
form of normative advice regarding how ot-
ganisations at this level should respond to
risk, rather than analyses of how they actually
act. It is rare that due consideration is given to
the institutional factors that may limit or pre-
vent organisations at meso level from adopt-
ing this advice.

When failures to implement new climate ad-
vice are acknowledged, this is usually framed
as being due to a lack of will due to ‘political’
or ‘bureaucratic’ factors, i.e., ‘problems’ that
need to be ‘addressed’. Labels such as these
do not explain the political and bureaucratic
processes that generate these ‘problems’ and
enable or constrain potential solutions. In or-

' e.g., http://waterworlds.ku.dk/

der to transcend these de facto black boxes,
this literature review begins with an introduc-
tion to the theories and concepts that seek to
explain what governs the path dependencies
that may lock in developmental processes and
stand in the way of changes that are hoped
for and expected. A deeper understanding
of the factors behind path dependency sug-
gests that this is a simplification and that path
dependency does not necessarily block, but
rather actually frames responses to extreme
climate events.

2.2 Theoretical origins

According to Campbell (2010) theories of
path dependency emerged when researchers
began to turn their attention to the analysis
of institutional change. Campbell notes that
researchers started recognizing that institu-
tions typically do not change rapidly. They
are “sticky, resistant to change, and gener-
ally only change in “path-dependent” ways”
(Campbell 2010:90). Campbell describes
path dependency as a process where con-
tingent events or decisions result in institu-
tions persisting over long periods of time
and constraining the range of options avail-
able to actors in the future, including those
that may be more efficient or effective in the
long run. In other words, latter events are
largely, but not entirely, dependent on those
that preceded them. Scholars who argue that
institutional and policy-legacies constrain
change reach similar conclusions (Campbell
2010:90).

Campbell lists four factors that lock institu-
tions into set paths:
First, political institutions have large
start-up costs so that once they are es-
tablished actors are not likely to seek to
change them, especially if they perceive
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that the chances of other actors joining
them to innovate are increasingly slim
given the costs involved. Second, some-
times politicians deliberately build insti-
tutions in ways that make them difficult
to change. They may, for instance, im-
pose procedural obstacles, such as super
majority voting rules, to prevent others
from later changing the institutions that
they create. Third, once a particular pol-
icy style or decision-making approach
has been institutionalized, actors accu-
mulate knowledge about how it works.
The more familiar and comfortable they
become with it, the more hesitant they
are to deviate from it. Fourth, benefici-
aries of legislative or institutional largess
reinforce institutional behaviour that will
continue to provide them with benefits
(2010:90-91).

Campbell points out how cultural and socio-
logical perspectives suggest that in different
social and political contexts different “paths”
are accepted as normal or inevitable; “prin-
ciples and practices become institutionalized
to the extent that they are taken for granted
by the actors involved in them” (Campbell
2010:91).

2.3 Historical perspectives on path
dependency without historical
determinism

To recognise what makes people, house-
holds, communities and societies vul-
nerable or resilient in the present, you
need to appreciate what made them that
way over time. The old adage says that
it is not earthquakes that kill people, but
buildings; actually it is not buildings so
much as where they are situated, what
they are made of, how they are built

and why people use them that way that
proves fatal (Bankoff 2012:37).

Even if path dependency is sometimes pet-
ceived as a socio-political phenomenon, it is
primarily framed in a historical perspective.
An influential article on path dependency
analysing the example of typewriter key-
boards summarised this as “one damn thing
follows another” (David 1985). This has also
been applied in relation to the factors that in-
fluence how institutions in countries of the
former Soviet Union have responded to their
new circumstances (Sehring 2009). In relation
to greenhouse gas emissions, this perspec-
tive on path dependency is sometimes used
to explain how economic and political struc-
tures based on technologies with high levels
of carbon emissions have, over time, created
trajectories that are difficult to escape (World
Bank 2010).

Sehring stresses how this should not be
interpreted as assuming a process of histori-
cal determinism. On the contrary, whereas
“historical experiences and policy legacies
frame present actions: behaviour or identities
that once proved to be successful and that
are established, will be used again to meet
new challenges” (Sehring 2009:64). Institu-
tional continuity is not something static, but
a dynamic process of reproduction and ad-
aptation (Streeck and Thelen 2005; Sehring
2009:64).

The need to avoid the historical deter-
minism trap is particularly important when
bringing the discussion back to the question
of how path dependency steers concepts of
‘development’ in developmental states, ie.,
in states that take a firm lead in macroeco-
nomic and social planning. Path dependency
in these cases refers not to a lack of vision,
but rather a warning to be wary of assump-
tions that global (and/or Western/donot-oti-
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ented) visions of the path to development are
somehow universal, or that homogeneity is
likely to emerge in state perspectives on how
to deal with the insecurity that is generated
by factors such as climate change. Wood and
Gough summarise this:

We are not suggesting a global program
of catching up. We are not suggesting
for the foreseeable future (i.e., at least
during the lifetime of the Millennium
Development Goals) that the welfare re-
gimes of poor countries can somehow
be transformed into the welfare state
ones of the West, or even that this would
be desirable. That would be to deny path
dependency and to be insensitive to the
different historical ways in which socie-
ties and geographic zones are represent-
ed within globalization, and as a result
are able to construct different welfare
mixes (Wood and Gough 2006:1710).

2.4 Critical junctures, climate
change and path dependency

Two starting points in applying concepts of
path dependency to climate change adapta-
tion are to look at (1) whether path depend-
ency prevents responses to emerging risks as
it blinds actors to gradually growing hazards
and creeping environmental changes, and (2)
whether extreme climate events (i.e., disas-
ters) are likely to break institutional lock-in
and create awareness that ‘something must
be done’. Climate change researchers tend to
take a pessimistic view about the potential
that political systems will respond to creep-
ing change, and place greater ‘hope’ that dis-
asters can create critical junctures, but these
assumptions have not been sufficiently ana-
lysed empirically. Campbell points out that
path dependency is primarily about what

steers incremental change, but provides lit-
tle guidance regarding what might create
‘critical junctures’, either through specific
exogenous shocks (such as an extreme cli-
mate event), or when internal and external
factors converge in, for example, environ-
mental thresholds (sometimes referred to as
‘tipping points’). He also points out that the
search for solutions, e.g., through innovation
processes (discussed in section 6 below) are
not addressed within discussions of path de-
pendency.

Some researchers have tried to bring to-
gether these two aspects of change by intro-
ducing the concept of critical junctures—that
is, major exogenous shocks and crises that
disrupt the status quo and trigger fundamen-
tal institutional changes. But there are at least
three problems with this approach.

First, shocks and crises of the sort that
constitute critical junctures explain why
major, revolutionary changes occur,
but not why more incremental or evo-
lutionary (i.e., path-dependent) change
happens (Streeck and Thelen 2005; Ma-
honey and Thelen (eds.) 2010). Second,
the critical junctures approach assumes
that the impetus for institutional change
comes in the form of an exogenous
shock. There is little recognition that
the internal inconsistencies and contra-
dictions of an institutional arrangement
may also spawn crises that result in its
transformation (Haydu 1998; Schneib-
erg 1999). Third, the critical junctures
approach tends to focus our attention
on the key events that create pressures
for change, but not on the complex
search process that follows whereby
actors actually determine what insti-
tutional changes to make, if any (e.g,
Campbell et al 1991). It would appear,
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then, that we need a more nuanced ap-
proach to explain institutional change
than those found typically in arguments
about path dependence (Campbell:
2010:91).

Those addressing disaster risk in a historical
perspective largely question whether critical
junctures and gradual change is a useful dis-
tinction, since disasters are both directly expe-
rienced and also rooted in historical processes
(Bankoff 2012). People respond to immedi-
ate weather hazards as part of their emerging
understanding of climate patterns. To differ-
entiate between these sets of responses may
be misleading,

After a major disaster, policy declarations
are commonly made about how a given cli-
matic event should be a clarion call for ‘trans-
formation’ through actions such as ‘building
back better’. The processes that are associ-
ated with these calls, and indeed people’s
experience of these events, rarely resemble
such grand transformations as these recon-
struction policies are themselves often trans-
formed as they are merged with ongoing po-
litical and economic processes (Christoplos et
al. 2011).

3. GRADUAL INSTITUTIONAL
CHANGE

3.1 Beyond determinism

Path dependency theories can provide useful
insights into the ‘stickiness’ of institutions,
and why they and meso level actors may not
respond to political reforms or economic and
environmental changes in their context. How-
ever, the notion of path dependency, when
applied in a narrow or deterministic manner,
can distract from the need to understand how
actual change occurs.

How can we explain change by rely-
ing on an analysis of mechanisms that
block change? This is a logical trap into
which many path-dependent explana-
tions of institutional change fall [....] In
this sense, path dependence arguments
are often very deterministic (Campbell
2007:5).

In order to avoid the risk of a historical deter-
minism in path dependency theory it is useful
to complement and contrast this perspective
with theories of gradual institutional change
that emphasize how the everyday actions and
interactions of organisational and non-or-
ganisational actors ‘shape’ institutions, and
how institutions are continuously but subtly
changed as a range of different norms and
ideas become merged.

Moore (1978) and Lund (2006) point out
that there are two kinds of social processes
surrounding institutions: Processes of ‘regu-
larization’, and processes of ‘situational ad-
justment’.

Processes of regularization are ‘proc-
esses which produce rules and organi-
zations and customs and symbols and
rituals and categories and seek to make
them durable’ (Moore, 1978: 50). It is
the result of people’s efforts to fix so-
cial reality, to harden it, to give it form
and predictability. Increasing predict-
ability of the decisions made by institu-
tions of public authority, and increasing
coherence among them, thus represents
processes of increasing regularization.
Processes of situational adjustment are
those whereby people exploit the inde-
terminacies in the situation or generate
such indeterminacies by reinterpreting
or redefining rules and relationships

(Lund 2006).
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Mahoney and Thelen (2010) present a different
conceptual approach to similar issues, focus-
ing on dichotomies of dominance and prag-
matism and formality versus informality in the
relations between those who make, implement
and are subject to different sets of rules:

* Institutions are the product of struggles
between actors with different powers and
interests (both in- and outside organisa-
tions, and at different levels within organi-
sations). This means that the powerful of-
ten determine the rules to a large extent.
However, domination often involves some
degree of compromise and everyday prag-
matism (e.g., to maintain legitimacy) and
power struggles sometimes lead to unin-
tended outcomes.

* Many studies of institutional change/path
dependency assume that people (including
both staff inside organisations and the peo-
ple outside) comply with the rules, norms
and organisational frameworks that make
up institutions. In everyday reality, howev-
et, they very often do not comply with the
formal practices and rule-sets.

* Institutions may also have a lack of reach,
and they are open to different interpreta-
tions between rule-makers, rule-imple-
menters and rule-takers,

These factors mean that there is room for
people inside and outside organisations to
manipulate and interpret institutions on an
everyday basis, and this is a critical part of
what makes institutions change (gradually).
Studying what Mahoney and Thelen call the
“gaps and soft spots” of rules and how they
are interpreted by actors and manipulated and
changed is therefore an important aspect of
understanding institutional change.?

2 See also Jackson in Campbell et al. 2010:81.

For our research, this implies looking at (1)
how members of meso level organisations in-
terpret, adapt and manipulate climate change
policies, programmes, rules and organisational
frameworks in the everyday context, and what
the outcomes are; (2) how people outside the
meso level organisations respond to that and
try to influence and manipulate the meso level
organisations themselves; and (3) how actors
choose to call down (or ignore) different sets
of policies related to climate change, commer-
cialisation or ‘pro-poor growth’ depending on
where ‘gaps and soft spots’ service their inter-
ests or seem to ‘make sense’ within path-de-
pendent institutional trajectories.

3.2 Towards a typology of
institutional change

CCRI needs to apply theories that can explain
both gradual and sudden institutional change
given that climate change may trigger both
forms of responses. There may be a gradually
growing awareness of the need to adjust natural
resource and agricultural management regimes;
just as a disaster or ‘tipping point’ may repre-
sent such a dramatic challenge to the status quo
that major and immediate change is initiated.
This may seem to suggest different foci, but
they are not necessarily mutually incompatible
(Streeck and Thelen 2005; Mahoney and The-
len 2010). The matrix below highlights that:

(i) it is useful to distinguish between the
process of change and the resu/t of change
(and focus on both)

(i) institutional change can be both abrupt/
sudden and/ ot incremental/ gradual

(ii)the results of change can lead to both
continuzty (when something changes on
the surface but the old order essentially
remains the same), or discontinuity (when
a ‘real’ change occurs).
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Figure 1.1 Types of institutional change: processes and results

Result of change

Continuity Discontinuity
Incremental Repoduction by Gradual
Process of Adaption transformation
change .
g Abrupt Survival and Breakdown and
return replacement

Source: Streeck and Thelen 2005

In relation to gradual transformation, Streeck
and Thelen (2005) and Mahoney and Thelen
(2010) describe four key types of institutional
change:

1. Displacement: When existing rules, norms,
etc. are removed and replaced with new
ones.

2. Layering: The introduction of new rules,
norms, etc. on top of or alongside existing
ones, thereby gradually changing the form,
content and meaning of the institutions
(see also Heijden 2011 who connects this
to institutional bricolage, see also below).

3. Drift: When institutions formally remain
the same and do not initiate changes, but
their relevance and impact change because
of changes in their context.

4. Conversion: When institutions formally
remain the same, but actors actively rede-
ploy or reinterpret them to have a new pur-
pose/form/content/meaning.

These four types of change can come about
both by formal changes (e.g., by a govern-
ment), but also by the way that, e.g., organi-
sational staff interpret and choose to imple-
ment rules, and as a result of power struggles
between those struggling to change and pre-
serve the institutional status quo.

3.3 Three links to explore in
understanding institutional change
Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 18ff) suggest
focusing on three aspects that influence
and promote the above types of institu-
tional change. This can be summarised as
follows:

 The role of context: Two basic questions can
be asked in this respect: “Does the politi-
cal context afford defenders of the status
quo strong or weak veto possibilities?” [i.e.,
possibilities to oppose institutional change
measures]? “Does the targeted institution
afford actors opportunities for exercising
discretion in interpretation or enforce-
ment?” (op cit). In practice this involves
examining formal and informal power re-
lations, influence and authority related to
the institutions and actors in question.

* How actors change institutions: 'The two key
questions are: “Does the actor seek to pre-
serve the existing institutional rules? Does
the actor abide by the institutional rules?”
(op cit). Mahoney and Thelen identify
four basic types of actor strategies in this
respect: (1) Insurrectionaries, who seek to
eliminate/change institutions actively and
openly, (i) Symbionts, who secretly ex-
ploit institutions for their own purposes
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by breaking the rules either formally or
informally (usually for their own private
gain, or for some greater motive that they
believe is good for society), (iif) Subver-
sives, who do not break the rules but
gradually and slowly seek to change them
by engaging them and reworking them

“from the inside”, (iv) Opportunists, who
make use of whatever possibilities are least
costly and most beneficial to them (and
hence may oppose or support institutional
change). The table below summarises how
these different actors and their strategies
relate to institutional change:

Seeks to Preserve Follows Rules of

Institution Institution
Insurrectionaries No No
Symbionts Yes No
Subversives No Yes
Opportunists Yes/No Yes/No

Source: Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 23

and Thelen (2010) theorise that different
contexts and institutional characteristics

These different strategies often lead to different
types of institutional change (see figure below).

create room for particular types of ac-
* How context and institutions create certain tor strategies in relation to institutional

types of actors and actor strategies: Mahoney change:

Characteristics of the Targeted Institution

Low level of Discretion
in Interpretation/

High level of Discretion
in Interpretation/

Enforcement Enforcement

Strong Subversives Parasitic
Veto (layering) Symbionts

Characteristics Possibilities (drift)

of the Political

Context . . .
Weak Insurrectionaries Opportunists
Veto (Displacement) (Conversion)

Possibilities

Sonrce: Mahoney and Thelen (2010:28)
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The framework for understanding gradual
institutional change proposed by Mahoney
and Thelen may provide interesting ‘thinking
tools’ for exploring institutional responses to
climate change, and indicate ways that types
of institutional change and actor strategies
can be classified across contexts and coun-
tries. A certain caution is however needed:
The framework was initially developed for
Western economies/political institutions (as
is also evident in some of the terminology).
It is now applied more universally (including
in Kenya, see Mahoney and Thelen 2010),
but there may be elements particular to the
South that are different. Moreover, the the-
ory seems to be at its most vulnerable where
it becomes predictive — e.g,, the last point
where particular types of actor strategies
and institutional change are predicted to fol-
low from particular political and economic
contexts.

A final risk is to assume that actors are al-
ways rationally and consciously pursuing the
above strategies with clear goals. This is rarely
how people think and act. Streeck and The-
len nevertheless acknowledge an emphasis on
strategic behaviour, and reject ““...the shared
cognitive templates that some sociologists as-
sociate with institutions” (Streeck and Thelen
2005:11). However, they oppose the rational
choice notion of voluntarism and seek to
“...draw attention to relations of authority,
obligation, and enforcement..” (op cit).

In this respect it is worth adding that stra-
tegic agency needs not be a result of explicit
reflection. Here, Bourdieu’s notion of actors
can help provide a balanced perspective: For
Bourdieu (1997), actors are skilled beings
that manoeuvre towards what they perceive
as the best option, but they do so intuitively
— much as a football player does not think
about his next move, but simply does it. And
crucially for Bourdieu, the agency of actors is

based on embodied structures (the habitus),
Le., experiences with how the world is and
what is possible and not possible. In this way,
cultural norms and structural inequities are
often embodied in the perceptions of those
who are dominated, so that their actions and
strategic dispositions are often guided more
by accommodating themselves as best as pos-
sible within existing patterns of domination,
instead of challenging such domination in the
first place.

Weick (1995) applies a similar conceptual
framework to the organisational level, which
may be relevant in seeking to understand how
people together in organisation “make sense”
of change. Weick (1995:17-62) describes
sensemaking as being characterised by seven
processes:

1. Grounded in identity construction: For example,
an agricultural extension agency may need
to reconsider its identity as a provider of
‘expert’ knowledge when climate variability
makes standard packages based on produc-
tion protocols of the past irrelevant.

2. Retrospective: For example, local govern-
ment may base its decisions about its role
in responding to ‘new’ climate-related dis-
asters on experience in engaging in disaster
risk reduction and response in the past.

3. Enactive of sensible environments: For exam-
ple, provision of new information regard-
ing climate change scenarios may stimulate
the negotiation, iteration and conflictual
processes related to the strategies sug-
gested by Mahoney and Thelen described
above in order to work towards a “sensi-
ble” institutional environment.

4. Social: Weick’s theories of sensemaking in
organisations highlight how meso level in-
stitutional change is not just a sum total of
the strategies of individuals, but also a so-
cial process within organisations.
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5. Ongoing: By understanding path dependency
and gradual institutional change we recognise
that people in organisations do not respond
to climate change through the stepwise logic
of ‘project cycles’ but rather through ongo-
ing iterative processes of learning about
their changing environment..

0. Focused on and be extracted by cues: A disaster
or repeated crop failures may (or may not)
represent ‘cues’ indicating that a critical
juncture has been reached. By understand-
ing the formal and informal institutional
decision-making processes within meso
level organisations we can better under-
stand what constitutes a ‘cue’ for a given
type of response.

7. Driven by plansibility rather than accuracy: The
climate change discourse tends to be based
on assumptions that, with more and better
information and data, meso level organisa-
tions will be able to make better decisions.
The factors described in this review sug-
gest that all information is instead consid-
ered based on the implications for different
plausible explanations for the phenomena
and plausible response scenarios. The high
levels of uncertainty regarding the accu-
racy of climate information, market trends
and other inputs into decision making im-
ply that meso level actors are unlikely to
expect to achieve an ‘accurate’ understand-
ing of the risks posed by climate change.

4. INSTITUTIONAL BRICOLAGE

The concept of institutional bricolage in
some respects brings together concepts re-
lated to path dependency and gradual institu-
tional change. It acknowledges both how ‘one
damn thing follows another’ and also the need
to understand the choices between different
courses of action and the ways that actors de-

termine what constitutes a plausible strategy.
It is a way of recognising that combinations
of repertoires of action and both formal and
informal agendas are often adopted in rela-
tively unstructured and pragmatic ways.

Mary Douglas (1973, 1986) argues that insti-
tutions (in the sense of rules) must be “natural-
ized”. One particularly effective form of natu-
ralization is by way of “analogy” with other
existing societal norms, e.g,, the ambiguity of
climate adaptation is likely to be managed as
part of a process whereby actors anchor (natu-
ralize) their decisions in analogous responses
to risks that they know and (better) under-
stand. “The shared analogy is a device for le-
gitimizing a set of fragile institutions” (Doug-
las 1986:49). In other words “there needs to be
an analogy by which the formal structure of
a crucial set of social relations is found in the
physical world, or in the supernatural world, or
in eternity, anywhere so long as it is not seen
as a socially contrived arrangement” (Douglas
1986:48, in Lund 2006:691).

When faced with climatic upheaval there
are particular pressures to put pre-existing
and trusted solutions into service even if
these ‘old’ institutions are not necessarily fit
for purpose. Mary Douglas has written ex-
tensively on how institutions work and argues
that patterns of authority and precedence ba-
sically lie around as bric-a-brac, ready to be
pressed into service, as Douglas puts it: “The
bricoleur uses everything there is to make
transformations within a stock repertoire of
furnishings” (Douglas 1986:60).

Christian Lund highlights in his article on
“Twilight Institutions” how the concept of in-
stitutional bricolage has also been further de-
veloped by Frances Cleaver and Sten Hagberg.
In Cleaver’s analysis (2002) of conflict and co-
operation in Tanzania she uses the term insti-
tutional bricolage to suggest how mechanisms
for resource management and collective action
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are borrowed or constructed from existing in-
stitutions, styles of thinking and sanctioned so-
cial relationships (Cleaver 2002:15). Also Sten
Hagberg’s work on the hunters’ associations
and syndicats d'elevenrs in Western Burkina Faso
demonstrate how institutional bricolage and
leakage shape new political dynamics around
issues of security (Hagberg 1998, in Lund
2006:692). Hagberg shows how rights are
mobilised through organisational structures
that adapt themselves to broader discourses
of rights and the institutional imperatives of
public life in Burkina Faso. “The outsourcing
of security — by design or by default — con-
stitutes a significant process for the blurring
of the boundary between public and private”
(Hagberg 1998, in Lund 2006:692).

This view is also consistent with the com-
parative evidence (Jones 2009:27-28.) that
new institutional practices very rarely displace
what is already there, but instead are based on
pre-existing patterns.

Similar findings exist in the case of rural
markets institutions. It is often assumed that
liberalisation and market penetration through
promoting competition will reduce the extent
to which such labour relations are based on
custom and non-market obligations such as,
for example, patron-client relations. Liberalisa-
tion is seen to reduce the ways in which mar-
kets are divided or segmented by the structures
of gender, ethnicity, age and place. But the evi-
dence suggests otherwise and as one source
comments with respect to India:

Scholars watching the interplay between
the economy and institutions such as
caste and gender expect that, with lib-
eralisation, the significance of the social
factors which structure economic behav-
iour will diminish relative to that of eco-
nomic factors ..[but] ...evidence from
the ethnographic evidence from the

local urban economy ...shows that far
from diminishing, social institutions are
being refashioned by market exchange,
becoming more economic in their con-
tent and roles, but still shaping economic
action in ways which are quite distinctive
to these institutions” (Harriss-White and
Jankaran 2004:158).

A comparable conclusion has been drawn
with respect to the way in which externally
driven policy in state reconstruction proc-
esses fails to displace what is there already.
The consequence is a muddle of institutional
multiplicities where “there are different sets
of rules of the game, often coexisting in the
same territory [...] interventions of the inter-
national community simply add a new layer of
rules, without overriding the others” (Di John
2008:33). Evidence from Afghanistan with
respect to provincial appointments (Van Bi-
jlert 2009) found that new bureaucratic rules
for appointment were simply layered over old
ones and become subject to the older rules
of the game. While donors sought to address
what they saw as the problem of a lack of
merit-based selection procedures in order
to promote a rule-based administration, this
competed with the logic of a relationship-
based governance model of the government.
The outcome has been a practice that while
formally following the rule of merit-based
appointments, informally these have been
heavily influenced in order ensure the right
appointment. As one commentator put it:

Political power is not exercised in a pro-
gressively depersonalised, formalised and
rationalised way through agreed ‘rules’.
Rather it continues to be exercised in a
personal and patronage-based manner,
but within the overall framework of bu-
reaucratic rules (Lister 2007:0).
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If institutional bricolage is perceived of as a
possibly progressive process, and given that
meso level actors are not only concerned
with adapting to climate change as they are
confronted by multiple patterns of climate
and other forms of risk, it can be suggested
that adaptation will gain traction within the
rural development agenda if it becomes part
of an institutional bricolage of goals and
policies. Organisations at the meso level do
not have the luxury of responding to climate
risk one day and market uncertainties or ac-
cess to seeds and fertiliser the next. They
need to find ways to deal with these risks
and uncertainties in an integrated manner.
The value of scientific advice on climate
change adaptation may seem self evident
when choosing when and what to plant, and
how to manage limited water resources, but
all of these decisions relate to other non-cli-
mate-related factors and suggest the need to
look beyond specific climate-related institu-
tions to understand the ‘cues’ for different
responses and the factors that make a given
approach ‘plausible’ for meso level organisa-
tions.

An important factor related to institutional
bricolage in this research is that it may be a
way that meso level actors reconcile the fact
that the stakeholders (which include their
ministerial leaders, voters, potential inves-
tors, etc.) perceive similar issues differently. A
skilled bricoleur is thus not necessarily some-
one who ‘champions’ a given perspective, but
rather one who sees connections and paths
forward amid seemingly profound contradic-
tions. This is indeed an important aspect of
understanding how policies are implemented
more generally.

[...] success in policy engagement and
influence is dependent on several in-
teracting and often highly dynamic

variables which require researchers to
be familiar with the policy processes
perspective instead of treating policy-
making as essentially a technocratic en-
deavour (Naess, Polack and Blessings
2011:2).

An example of an arena for this that strong-
ly influences how meso level institutions re-
spond to climate change is the narratives and
counter narratives at play in relation to crop
diversification: farmers, district level NGOs,
governments and donors regard crops dif-
ferently:

Farmers emphasise mainly the poten-
tial of crop diversification to guaran-
tee food availability in case of failure
of other crops. District level NGOs
and government officials principally re-
gard crop diversification as a means of
boosting soil health and improving the
incomes of the people. Donors project
crop diversification primarily as a means
of improving the nutritional status of
a society deeply wedded to maize food
products (Naess, Polack and Blessings
2011:3).

A public sector agricultural extension agent, or
indeed perhaps even a sales agent for a multi-
national seed supplier, may employ skills as a
bricoleur in assembling groups of stakeholders
in market chains and those involved in natural
resource management with seemingly contra-
dictory interests to deal with climate challenges
that they perceive differently.

However the ‘darker’ side of institutional
bricolage needs to be acknowledged whereby
existing power structures capture potential
transformatory processes to reinforce ‘sticky’
institutional structures that block climate ad-
aptation.
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5. QUESTIONING THE
DISTINCTIONS INTHEORIES OF
INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

Findings such as these suggest how path
dependency, gradual (and rational choice)
change processes and institutional bricolage
may come together and function at the same
time. Gradual institutional change, hobbled
but not made immovable by path dependen-
cy, may be taking place through a process of
institutional bricolage. As Campbell writes:

Several things have become clear as the
literature on institutional reproduction
and change has evolved. First, where
early theories emphasized functional or
technical imperatives as the driving force
behind institutional change, more recent
theories have paid more attention to how
actors are involved in the process—as in-
stitutional entrepreneurs, bricoleurs, and
so on. As such, theorists and researchers
have incorporated the notion of strug-
gle, conflict, and negotiation over in-
stitutions into their understandings of
institutional change. This is especially
important because it reveals how institu-
tional reproduction and change are flip
sides of the same coin. That is, institu-
tions are contested. So, depending on
the balance of power among those con-
testing them, they may change or not. In
this sense the processes of institutional
reproduction and change are mutually
constitutive—many of the forces that
change institutions also stabilize them
(Campbell 2010:108).

But there are those who argue that the way
in which the concept of institutions has been
taken up by economists such as Douglas
North (and as reflected in the discussion so

far) has led to a simplification and impover-
ishment of the ways in which institutions are
conceptualised and analysed; there is more
to institutional change than path dependency
and evolutionary change. Portes (2011) for
example argues that economists’ conceptual
models of institutions address only the sur-
face and visible manifestations of institutions
and do not take into account deeper causal
influences related to cultural values, norms
and social structures. Furthermore, the ten-
dency for economists to apply the concept of
institutions to the roles and the status hierar-
chies of individuals and to deeper norms, cul-
tural repertoires and class structures muddles
the analytical value of the concept. As Portes
(2011:55) complains:

If....North and his followers wish to
call individual norms znstitutions, they
are certainly entitled to do so, but then
they would have to cope with the con-
ceptual problem of the relationships
between such zustitutions and the roles in
which they coalesce, as well as the sym-
bolic blueprints specifying relationships
among such roles and hence, the actual
structure of organisations ....institutions
are not social structures, they bave social
structure (i.e organisations) as the actual
embodiment of the symbolic blueprints
guiding relationships among roles (italics
in original)

Portes goes on to suggest that concepts of
path dependence and gradual changes are in-
sufficient as explanations for processes of in-
stitutional change. In part this is because they
do not respond to a clear definition of institu-
tions but also because they do not address the
blueprints that govern the patterned and regu-
lar relationships that occur among role occu-
pants in organisations. He further argues that
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if one is to build understanding of the deeper
drivers of change in culture and social struc-
ture one has to expand the potential determi-
nants of change and he proposes five sets of
forces that may impinge on institutions and
lead to their potential transformation.

(a) Path dependence producing evolutionary
change at a more visible level.

(b) Diffusion leading to evolutionary change
and sometimes punctuated change at in-
termediate levels of culture (public right
to information acts for example).

(c) Scientific/technological breakthroughs af-
fect the cultural skills repertoires and nor-
mative order (see the innovation systems
discussion below).

(d) Charismatic prophecy — religious or secu-
lar — transforming value systems.

(e) Inter-elite and class struggle capable of
changing the distribution of power.

If the research is to take on a wider cultural
and social structural perspective with respect
to institutions and therefore an interest in the
deeper causal influences of change (and this
is seen to be relevant to both the compara-
tive dimensions of the study and the relative
weakness of the formal institutions in the
countries of comparison) this may widen the
conceptual lens to be applied and perhaps in-
clude Bourdieu’s perspective on social fields.
However this will need to be driven by the
empirical evidence.

6. INNOVATION SYSTEMS

6.1 Innovation systems and the
promotion of technological change
Whereas this literature review generally
avoids delving into normative conceptual
frameworks, the ‘flip side’ of much of the
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concepts discussed in the preceding chapter
is in many respects the discourse around how
to ‘create’ institutions that promote innova-
tion, including climate adaptation. Innova-
tion systems theory is about how different
actors, working together, can overcome path
dependency or the generally undefined na-
ture of inertia that blocks effective searches
for solutions. Given that the adaptation is
seen as a process of innovation (often tech-
nical adaptation), it is therefore important to
reflect on where path dependency and inno-
vation systems meet.

Innovation systems thinking differs in
many respects from the concepts analysed
earlier in this review in that it emphasises how or-
ganisations innovate in relation to new emerging
factors, whereas path dependency, gradual in-
stitutional change and institutional bricolage
instead emphasise more how the past context frames
institutional change. These are not irreconcilable
differences as they relate to emphasis. There-
fore it will be important for CCRI to explore
the interface between these conceptual frames
of reference in the course of the research.

It should be stressed, however, that the in-
novation systems concept is usually applied
in relation to innovation in response to eco-
nomic competition and not environmental
adaptation (apart from where the latter is
driven by the former, of course). For ex-
ample, a recent World Bank Sourcebook on
Agriculture Innovation Systems defines the
concept as follows:

An innovation system is a network of
organizations, enterprises, and individu-
als focused on bringing new products,
new processes, and new forms of or-
ganization into economic use, together
with the institutions and policies that
affect their behaviour and performance.
(World Bank 2012).
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Despite a certain bias toward innovation
driven by profit maximisation, the innova-
tion systems concept has been instrumental
in drawing attention to the complexity of ac-
tors, motivations and institutions that influ-
ence if and how innovation occurs. This is a
major shift from the simple technology trans-
fer paradigms that dominated agricultural de-
velopment approaches (and formal policies)
in the past. As such, the emergence of inno-
vation systems thinking may eventually have
a significant impact with regard to legitimis-
ing greater respect for the factors discussed
earlier in this review. For example the World
Bank Sourcebook continues:

Agricultural innovation typically arises
through dynamic interaction among the
multitude of factors involved in grow-
ing, processing, packaging, distributing,
and consuming or other wise using agti-
cultural products. These actors represent
quite disparate perspectives and skills,
such as metrology, safety standards, mo-
lecular genetics, intellectual property,
food chemistry, resource economics,
logistics, slash-and-burn farming, land
rights the list is far too long to complete
here (World Bank 2012:3).

Even institutional bricolage is implicitly high-
lighted in the sourcebook:

For innovation to occut, interactions
among these diverse stakeholders need
to be open and to draw upon the most
appropriate available knowledge. Aside
from a strong capacity in R&D, the abil-
ity to innovate is often related to collec-
tive action, coordination, the exchange
of knowledge among diverse actors,
the incentives and resources available
to form partnerships and develop busi-

nesses, and conditions that make it pos-
sible for farmers or entrepreneurs to use
the innovations (World Bank 2012:3).

As such, well-functioning innovation systems
are characterised by flexibility, dynamism and
readiness to work outside of institutional
boundaries. The question is thus whether
such conditions are likely to exist in the places
facing climate-related crises.

In innovation systems thinking consider-
able attention is paid to technological change.
Particularly in the past, some promoters of
innovation systems even effectively ignored
many of the actors and institutional process-
es listed above in the interest of focusing on a
simple, linear process by which ‘innovations’
are to be ‘adopted’. Even today, the innova-
tion systems concept is frequently applied as
a ‘trendier’ label for approaches that resemble
science-driven technology transfer efforts of
the past. This has at times been particularly
true within the climate discourse.

This relates to the ‘crisis’ nature of climate
change wherein adoption of new technolo-
gies, and indeed abandonment of the wrong
technologies, are seen to be essential in order
to ‘save the planet’. Berkhout points out the
inevitable links between the search for inno-
vations and environmental crisis: ““Technolo-
gy is seen both at as a root cause to many en-
vironmental problems but also offers means
for reducing ecological footprint” (Berkhout
2002:1). He nonetheless tempers this as he
continues: “New research on innovation and
the environment emphasises the importance
of looking at the level of technological sys-
tems and at the link between technologies
and the institutional settings they are embed-
ded within” (Berkhout 2002:1).

In understanding the power of narratives
of technology transfer and innovation sys-
tems it is important to keep in mind that
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these are themselves cultural phenomena,
with implications for how the meso organi-
sations that are immersed in this culture
of technocratic modernity perceive and re-
spond to risk (see Hewitt, in Wisner et al.
2012:85-96). This is compounded due to
the fact that knowledge of natural hazards
is ‘traditionally’ assumed to lie with physical
science disciplines (Mercer 2012, in Wisner
et al. 2012:97), which thereby directs atten-
tion toward technological solutions even
when risk is acknowledged.

6.2 Innovation and autonomous
adaptation
The literature on innovation in relation to
‘autonomous adaptation’ to climate change
is dominated by examples of hybrid (Mer-
cer, in Wisner et al. 2012:102-105) or co-
production of knowledge, whereby science
and local (‘community’) knowledge are said
to result in approaches that respond to local
perceptions about the risks of change while
also bringing in scientific knowledge about
risks that may require more radical upheav-
als. In this literature many of the factors
related to capacity to adapt/innovate, path
dependency and institutional bricolage are
seen to be cultural (see for example, Ensor
and Berger 2009a). There are many examples
emerging of projects that drive innovation
through coproduction of knowledge (Ensor
and Berger 2009b). For example, in recent
years Nepal has developed a new multilevel
institutional partnership, including collabo-
ration with farmers and other non-govern-
mental organizations evolving and co-pro-
ducing climate-sensitive technologies on
demand (Chhetri et al. 2012:142).

The earlier economics literature on inno-
vation has increasingly merged with the fo-
cus on coproduction of knowledge. In the
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‘ecological modernisation’ literature, which
emphasises the importance of technological
innovation in reconciling economic develop-
ment with ecological sustainability, there has
been a demand for meso level explanations.
In particular, there has been a drive to include
institutional contexts and processes into the
picture, arguing that the correct focus should
be on the co-evolution of technical and in-
stitutional innovations (see eg Berkhout
2002:2).

The more recent concern with systems
innovations and technological regime shifts
can be seen as emerging from this intellectual
context (Kemp et al. 1998). This institutional-
ist analysis of technical change is concerned
with linking between several levels of change
— micro, meso and the macro — what Kemp
and Rotmans (2001) term niches, regimes and
socio-technical landscapes. Again, the stress
is on the co-evolution of technical and insti-
tutional systems, the primary difference be-
ing goal orientation (Berkhout 2002:2). Ac-
cording to Chhetri’s study in Nepal, climate
change may exert pressure on institutions
by aggravating current problems or by cre-
ating new opportunities [...] Social norms
and values may exert influence on the proc-
ess of institutional innovation (Chhetri et al.
2012:144).

6.3 Innovation, opportunities

and risk

Innovation is primarily portrayed as being
driven by a search for opportunities to im-
prove and sustain livelihoods, which may at
times also include a desire to manage risk.
The literature on innovation systems tends
to emphasise the former, while there is a
tendency to assume that climate-related in-
novations are likely to be driven by people’s
desire to minimise risk. This is a fundamen-
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tal difference in conceptual frameworks, but
this does mean that this dichotomy accu-
rately reflects the nature of decision mak-
ing within meso level organisations and at
household level.

A basic assumption regarding how to
support the capacity of people to adapt to
climate change is that they need to adopt
technologies that reduce their exposure to
climatic hazards. However, considerations
of whether or not to adopt these technolo-
gies will inevitably be interpreted within
a sphere of understanding and decision
making about a much wider range of risks
and opportunities involved in any alterna-
tive course of action. The links between
climate and market-related risk are often
portrayed in the climate change discourse
as being a matter of a ‘double exposure’ of
populations to risks related to both global
environmental change (largely related to cli-
mate change) and market-led globalisation
(Liechenko and O’Brien 2008). This litera-
ture has stressed how neoliberalism has led
to the creation of institutions which give
priority to management of risk among pro-
ducers deemed to be ‘commercially viable’,
thereby undermining the adaptive capacity
of smallholder farming and forcing many
to seek livelihood opportunities away from
farming (Eakin 2005). The double exposure
discourse has expanded awareness of the
need to take a broader set of factors into
account, but there is a need to look more
concretely about why and how meso level
organisations might deem it necessary or
plausible to integrate climate concerns into
prevailing market-oriented paradigms, and
also why meso level organisations dealing
with rural development may very well re-
main locked into approaches that ignore or
deny the need to adapt to an additional set
of variables.

7. MESO LEVEL INSTITUTIONS

7.1 Why meso level institutions are
important

Analysis of meso level institutions differs
from the focus that is usually taken in cli-
mate change adaptation processes in rural
areas. A central premise of CCRI is that it
is largely within the work of organisations
at meso level that climate change adaptation
will become part of how rural people deal
with climate change. The normative drive to
roll out climate adaptation efforts would be
well served if it were tempered by greater
understanding of the institutional factors
that frame how these organisations actually
work. The path dependencies and institu-
tional bricolage and innovation processes
described above play out as meso level ac-
tors choose courses of action amid a range
of goals and policies and as they confront
complex combinations of climate, market
and food security risks.

Arun Agrawal has developed a conceptual
framework to understand and organize adap-
tation practices of the rural poor in his paper
“The role of local institutions in adaptation
to climate change” (2008). Agrawal notes that
adaptation to climate change is local and that
institutions influence adaptation and climate
vulnerability in three crucial ways:

a) they structure impacts and vulnerabil-
ity, b) they mediate between individual
and collective responses to climate im-
pacts and thereby shape outcomes of
adaptation, and c) they act as the means
of delivery of external resources to fa-
cilitate adaptation, and thus govern ac-
cess to such resources (Agrawal 2008:2).

Agrawal argues that there is a lack of mid-
dle-range theories of adaptation practices
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to help frame policy debates, and absence
of comparative empirical studies of ad-
aptation to support policy interventions.
Existing research has typically attempted
either to develop insights at the global
level in an effort to mimic the research on
mitigation and climate modelling or been
concerned with localized and specific case
studies of vulnerability and responses to
climate change (Agrawal 2008:2). In order
to examine the role of rural institutions it is
crucial to pay attention to their nature and
goals, their patterns in how specific types
of institutions facilitate particular types of
adaptation strategies, and the rural institu-
tions’ linkages with each other and with dif-
ferent rural households (Agrawal 2008:23).
A Report from Institute for Development
Studies (IDS) similarly notes that develop-
ment practitioners should look at the struc-
tures, relationships, interests and incentives
that underpin institutions, instead of prior-
itizing reform of formal institutions (IDS
2010).

In parallel with the discussion of meso
level institutions in climate change adapta-
tion there has been some discussion of the
roles that local government plays in disas-
ter risk reduction (O’Brien et al. 2012). This
builds on past concerns raised that the calls
for local government to take on greater
roles in, for example, enforcing building
codes and land use management plans have
not always reflected the actual capacities ex-
isting within local government (Christoplos
2003:104-105). The disaster risk reduction
discourse is, however, still dominated by
documentation of cases of “good and bad
local governance” (O’Brien et al. 2012:634)
with the former being strong and the latter
being fragmented and weak, which is fre-
quently attributed to the spread of neolib-
eralism.
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7.2 Pluralism at the meso level

In order to understand the role of institutions
at meso level it is essential to recognise that
the key factors are not only related to institu-
tional norms related to the internal workings
of meso level organisations, but also in rela-
tion to their inter-relations within the public
sector and in different forms of cooperation
among public, private and civic organisations.
Coalitions of State and non-State actors are
becoming increasingly common in policymak-
ing and implementation due to a pragmatic
recognition that effective solutions often
depend on a more collaborative and flexible
approach (Christoplos 2010). A crucial role
for governments and state-based institutions,
beyond the legitimacy they uniquely confer,
then becomes how to set the agenda and
create governance frameworks within which

such collaboration can constructively take
place (UN 2012:65).

For example, treating climate adaptation
as a wholly separate area of work from
agriculture, water management or health
care may make sense in one way, given
that these areas fall under different min-
istries. But in the lives of real families
and communities, they are heavily inter-
connected by complex webs of linkages,
feedback loops and ripple effects” (UN
2012:60).

Furthermore, local governance institutions
regulate how decisions on these issues are tak-
en and implemented. Local governance insti-
tutions affect both water institutional reform
and the agricultural sector because they each
represent the concrete institutional environ-
ment where policies have to be implemented.
This particularly affects the implementation
of new rules that address the local level, such
as user participation, fee collection, or local-
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level basin management in water management
(Sehring 2009:73).

Finally, it is important to recognise that
pluralism is not only a matter of the engage-
ment of public, private and civil society in-
stitutions, but also in the interplay between
formal and informal institutions:

[N]orms and practices, and the relation-
ships of trust and cooperation which
underlie them, are often generated and
negotiated outside the formal institu-
tions. Institutional bricolage then, takes
place in a wider arena than that defined
by the visible structures of bureaucrat-
ic resource management institutions

(Cleaver 2002:18).

7.3 Meso level organisations as the
bearer of ‘solutions’

In relation to climate change institutions are
key, and according to Thynne they shall solve
problems beyond states, markets and civil so-
cieties through concerted collective action
involving many institutions and other actors
(Thynne 2008:328). In some respects the con-
trasting assumptions and normative hopes of
the path dependency and innovations systems
literature come into stark contrast in the por-
trayals of how meso level organisations are ex-
pected to perform. They are either presented as
the bearers of ‘solutions’ as facilitators of the
coproduction of knowledge, or they are gate-
keepers and obstacles due to their ighorance, or
their allegiances to political and private actors
who may be more interested in profits than in
sustainability. The normative way that meso
level organisations are described in discussions
of climate change tends to focus on how they
should contribute to ‘our agenda’, and thereby
can distract attention from the need for analy-
ses of how they actually function and why.

Considerable attention is paid to the ways
that informal local-level organisations can
bring actors together and provide a voice for
marginalised communities. In India informal
village councils are actively engaging with
formal, elected councils (Gram Panchayats).
They are moving beyond traditional roles of
resolving disputes and regulating social re-
lations within the village. They are becom-
ing more active in seeking access to public
funds, influencing decisions about develop-
ment projects, and raising matching contri-
butions. They are also influencing elections
to the Gram Panchayats: leaders and mem-
bers of the informal village councils are
standing for election or seeking to influence
nominations. Far from being cut off by the
elected Panchayats, informal councils appear
to have been stimulated by them. Research
from the Institute for Development Studies
shows that informal councils tend to be more
active when they are located close to Gram
Panchayat headquarters (IDS 2010:52).

This increased activism could be negative
if it were merely a way of furthering elite
interests. But the evidence suggests that,
while informal councils can be repres-
sive and exclusionary — especially when
dealing with affairs internal to the village
— they are playing effective roles in rep-
resenting the needs of villagers to high-
er levels of government, in negotiating
and mediating interests with the Gram
Panchayats, and in monitoring their per-
formance. For instance, in villages where
informal councils are most active, the
levels of awareness and satisfaction with
Gram Panchayat programmes are also
relatively high. Women are more enthu-
siastic about informal village councils
than men, and illiterates more than liter-
ates (IDS 2010:52, 53).
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According to Institute for Development
Studies there are a number of factors that
explain the generally positive picture in In-
dia. For example informal village councils
do not control access to land and other valu-
able assets, so their opportunities for abuse
of power are narrow. Informal councils are
highly accountable over financial issues, pre-
senting detailed accounts annually to a gen-
eral village assembly, and informal councils
face a pluralistic, competitive environment
in which villagers have options. They have
the opportunity to take disputes to the po-
lice or formal courts if dissatisfied with in-
formal dispute resolution mechanisms. Ad-
ditionally, those informal village councils
that invest the most effort in organising lo-
cal meetings to achieve consensus on nomi-
nees are the most successful in having their
nominees elected. This indicates that leaders
and members of informal councils need to
work hard to earn the trust of villagers, and
actively retain their support. The increasing
shift towards a more collective, externally
oriented role for informal councils is also
helping to make them more pluralistic and
inclusive (IDS 2010:53).

Evidence from Afghanistan (Pain and
Kantor 2010) also supports a picture of the
capacity of villages to provide public goods
but draws attention to the significant dif-
ferences between villages, in terms of the
behaviour of these villages in relation to
the provision of public goods. Major fac-
tors underlying these differences were the
behaviour of village elites and the level of
their interest in supporting the common
good. Where land inequalities were high
and elites were economically secure, they
had few incentives to widen the provision
of public goods and were largely immune
from social sanctions. Where elites were
economically insecure they were likely to
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have a shared interest in supporting social
solidarity and promoting the provision of
public goods.

Climate change hazards exert particu-
lar pressure on institutions, which in turn
generates both technological innovation
and new forms of cooperation in agricul-
ture but can also aggravate current prob-
lems (Chhetri et al. 2012:144). With regard
to how institutions bring actors together
for more effective response to disasters, it
is sometimes noted that their advantages
have limits:

Local level organizations and institu-
tions have the following advantages in
disaster management vis 4 vis higher
level institutions: (a) represent local
perspectives in policy making and DRM
[disaster risk management] planning
fora, (b) bridge and promote two-way
communication between higher and
local policy levels, (c) assist and guide
locally the implementation of DRM ac-
tivities, (d) mobilize local participation;
and finally (e) handle at the local level
the full emergency cycle, better linking,
in particular, emergency prevention and
rehabilitation activities based on an an-
ticipatory (as opposed to reactive) mind
set (FAO 2004).

The functioning and comparative
strengths of local institutions depend
upon the type and scale of natural disas-
ters. There is a threshold beyond which
local institutions are no longer able to
prepare for and respond effectively to a
disaster. While recurrent natural disas-
ters are better managed at the local level,
exceptional/extreme events also require
support from the national/local gov-

ernment and international community”
(FAO 2004:13).
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7.4 Meso level institutions as the
“obstacle”

Some years ago a paper questioned expecta-
tions that participatory methods could achieve
coproduction and actually bridge the different
interests in environmental efforts and the mar-
ket-oriented agricultural development. It asked
if we were on the same platform, but waiting
for a different train (Hildyard et al. 1998).

Meso level organisations involved in rural
development, particularly agricultural exten-
sion services, are often portrayed as gatekeep-
ers (Peterson et al. 2010) and indeed even as
obstacles to the flow of knowledge and learn-
ing about how to respond to climate change.
Indeed, their efforts to promote technologi-
cal innovation may actually generate risk by,
for example, encouraging farmers to adopt
high-yielding, more commercially viable vari-
eties that depend on controlled environmen-
tal conditions and otherwise discouraging
traditional methods for spreading agricultural
risks. Meso level organisations are often the
concrete manifestation of the ‘sticky’ insti-
tutional structures that lock production and
natural resource management methods into
maladaptive trajectories.

Much research has pointed out that local
government is often dominated by elites and
acts to block relevant reforms: The case of
Pakistan:

Punjab province in Pakistan has high
levels of social and economic inequality.
ILGIs® there are dominated by a land-
owning elite established during colonial
land settlement processes in the late
nineteenth and eatly twentieth centuries.
They have remained powerful despite
land reform legislation and local govern-
ment electoral reform. Politics in Punjab

3 Informal Local Government Institutions

is less competitive than in Karnataka,
and heavily based on personal connec-
tions (IDS 2010:53,54). [...] Relations
with the formal state is competitive rath-
er than complementary (IDS 2010:54).

Other researchers have emphasised how
“Knowledge workers and professionals are
obliged to operate within the existing social
[which are]
largely controlled and directed by small pow-

order and cultural politics ...

erful elites...” which is said to ignore vulner-
abilities (Hewitt 2012: 94).

1.5 The diversity of meso level
governance

The concepts reviewed thus far have pointed
both to the plurality of actors at the meso
level, and circumstances under which meso
level governance can both promote and ob-
struct change. The evidence points to a wide
range of governance forms and outcomes
at multiple levels driven by a range of causal
factors. Harriss (20006), for example, draws at-
tention to the ways in which different politi-
cal regimes in India have led to difficult out-
comes with respect to pro-poor policies and
poverty outcomes and the role for example
of political mobilization in Kerala in support-
ing agrarian reform and high levels of social
capital. He also notes the strong historical
path dependency to such differences, a point
supported by IDS’s analysis:

There appears to be a close correspond-
ence between the form of colonial era
rule (more direct rule in Karnataka, and
more indirect rule in Punjab) and the
nature of contemporary ILGIs.” This
suggests a broad hypothesis: the more
closely ILGIs remain rooted in the prac-
tices of indirect colonial institutions, the
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worse they govern (judged by their abil-
ity to provide valued collective goods
and services, and to operate in relatively
pluralistic, consensual and transparent
ways). Conversely, the more they have
been reshaped in interaction with more
pluralistic, democratic, inclusive formal
institutions, the more likely they are to
meet acceptable governance standards
(IDS 2010:54,55).

[...]while research findings from Pun-
jab and Rajasthan highlight how per-
sistent institutional legacies can be, the
findings from Karnataka show that IL-
GIs can change relatively rapidly if the
external political and administrative en-
vironment changes. Post independence
reforms in Karnataka (which included
carly moves towards decentralisation,
reinforced by the 1992 Panchayati Raj
legislation) have shifted incentives and
opportunities for informal village coun-
cils. They are providing an effective link
between poor rural communities and the
formal state, and actively contributing to
building new forms of public authority
(IDS 2010:58).

Similarly a study on village differences (Pain
and Kantor 2010) in Afghanistan pointed to
significant differences in institutional per-
formance and public good outcomes even
between villages that were relatively close to-
gether and within similar cultural zones. The
point needs to be made that there is a wide
diversity in the ways in which meso level in-
stitutions may perform within a given context
and the empirical analysis of such variability
and what underlies it is central to building un-
derstanding of the ways in which meso level
institutions may or may not engage with and
respond to the climate change agenda. Noth-
ing should be pre-judged.
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7.6 Meso level policy
implementation

Conferences and major international meet-
ings exemplify the search for policy consensus
that is being sought among national govern-
ments, interest groups and the international
development agencies for climate adaptation.
Implementation of climate change policies
and programmes, however, is often plagued
with high degrees of fragmentation. As illus-
trated in the citation below, international do-
nor agencies express frustration when seek-
ing to implement policies aimed at supporting
climate change adaptation. Policies that seem
straight-forward at first may fail during im-
plementation once political processes take
control of the implementation process on
the ground.

The smooth implementation of crop
diversification as an adaptive strategy is
constrained by competing interests of
the key stakeholders who have differ-
ent notions about how it can actually be
done. The main obsession of the stake-
holders is to promote, protect and safe-
guard their own selfish interests (Naess,
Polack and Blessings 2011:7).

This is, however, something that is not
unique for climate change adaptation. Policy
implementation processes are subject to na-
tional and local politics and almost inevita-
bly give rise to a wide range of conflict and
coordination problems. A large body of lit-
erature on policy implementation theory has
evolved over the past 30 years (Barret 2004)
secking to understand what happens be-
tween policy formulation and outcome. The
first generation of implementation theories
focused on policy formulation and mislead-
ingly assumed a more or less linear process
that moves from a problem to a policy to
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implementation. Anthropological and or-
ganisational literature have since suggested
that the opposite relationship exists; that so-
lutions look for problems since it is through
such problems that policies are established
as legitimate.

The policy-making process is by no
means the rational activity that it is often
held up to be in much of the standard lit-
erature. Indeed, the metaphors that have
guided policy research over recent years
suggest that it is actually rather messy,
with outcomes occurring as a result of
complicated political, social and institu-
tional processes which are best described
as evolutionary. (Juma and Clarke 1995).

The second generation of implementation
studies focuses analysis on the relationships
between policy and practice. A widely used
model conceptualises policy formulation and
implementation as an interactive process that
may be altered or reversed at any stage in its
life cycle by pressures and reactions from
those who oppose it (Thomas and Grin-
dle 1990:1166). Understanding the location,
strength and stakes involved in these attempts
to promote, alter, or reverse policy reform
initiatives is seen as central to understanding
the outcomes.

Along with local state institutions, a vari-
ety of non-state actors are now involved in
policy implementation processes at the meso
level and crucial in influencing outcomes. The
combination of new crises, such as climate
change, and emergence of new actors, chal-
lenges the policy implementation process at
meso level. Climate change adaptation is less
a consequence of adopting the right policies
and more about outcome implementation
where different actors engage and pursue
their own agendas.

Lund (2000) refers to the “twilight character”
of local public authority where local conflicts,
competition and coalitions create a form of
local governance that does not necessarily
resemble the aims or agenda of the central
state. Given the centrality of the meso level
in climate adaptation processes (either those
mandated from central level or even those
local and national economic development
agendas that lead to maladaptation), there is
a need to unpack what goes on in this “twi-
light” (Lund 2006:687).

Public policy implementation in support
of climate change adaptation is likely to in-
volve local government. The importance of
local government for policy implementation
at the meso level has grown considerably as
a consequence of decentralisation reform,
which over the past decade has transferred
an increasing amount of authority, resourc-
es and responsibility for service delivery
to the local government. Local govern-
ment in many parts of the world is today
responsible for service delivery for a range
of sectors, including public roads and in-
frastructure, primary health care, primary
education, agriculture and natural resource
management.

Two other types of meso level institutions
are relevant to climate change adaptation.
One type is civil society institutions, including
rural producer organisations, cooperatives,
savings and loan groups, etc. The second
type is private institutions, including many
service providers. Civil society and private
institutions interact with public policy imple-
mentation processes. These institutions are
also often involved in activities that are im-
plemented separately from local government,
as isolated or parallel projects, supported by
different donors and informed by different
professional disciplines (Friis-Hansen and
Kyed 2009).
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8. CONCLUSIONS: CLIMATE,
INSTITUTIONS AND RISK

A shift is underway towards more reflec-
tive narratives about the interplay between
climate change and meso level institutional
change. It is being recognised that in order
to ‘implement’ climate adaptation a more
institutional perspective is needed (Adger et
al. 2009), but there is no clear consensus on
what this implies. Assumptions about pre-
sumed institutional responses vary from con-
cerns about path dependency to normative
calls for coproduction and better integration
of meso level organisations in innovation
systems. Sometimes institutions are expected
to become better at merely implementing di-
rectives.

A recognition has thus come to the cli-
mate community (that came to the develop-
ment community a few years earlier). Name-
ly that ‘institutions count’. This was the
central message of the World Development
Report in 2003 with a recognition that in-
stitutional development was a precondition
for growth. The need to focus on institu-
tions has in many respects been revisited in
a darker perspective in the 2011 World De-
velopment Report that emphasises the links
between ‘weak’ subnational governance and
instability in response to stress, be it vio-
lence or climate change or combinations of
the two. Regardless of whether meso level
actors are seen as being locked into paths
that undermine adaptive capacity, or if they
are perceived to be bearers of coproduction-
related solutions, they are now recognised as
being important. An earlier phase when the
climate change discourse was overwhelm-
ingly dominated by the generation of tech-
nical solutions has passed.

A recent manifestation of this recognition
is in the World Resources Report 2011, which
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highlighted ‘decision making’ as the basis for
responding to climate change, and with this
the need to focus on the institutional process-
es through which decisions are made. “The
ways in which institutions are designed can
dictate not only the type of adaptation ac-
tions that are adopted but also how effective
they are on the ground” (WRI 2011:70).

It is our hope that this review has provided
a conceptual framework for transcending ex-
pectations that climate adaptation can be built
on picking ‘good’ institutions and organisa-
tions or identifying ‘best practices’ to instead
draw attention to what these organisations
are, what they do, and how factors such as
extreme climate events may impinge on what
these organisations are and what they do.
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