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The concept of Adaptive Social Protection (ASP) – an approach that promotes greater integration 
between Social Protection, Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction to make a 
meaningful contribution towards sustainable development – is well understood. Are there enough 
synergies between the three communities of practice to make ASP work? Or are there too many 
challenges to overcome? Analysis of new survey data has revealed differences and similarities 
between the three communities and has generated helpful conclusions and policy recommendations 
that will inform the future of ASP.

At a glance
Climate change is increasing uncertainty in programme 
planning: There are different levels of awareness of the 
impacts of climate change and disasters between the three 
communities of practice, with many feeling poorly informed.

Climate change is expected to have serious impacts on the 
lives of social protection beneficiaries: increasing the 
vulnerability of those who are already ill-equipped to cope.

Social Protection (SP) is a key instrument for building 
disaster- or climate-resilient livelihoods: But social protection 
policies are less likely to be combined with either disaster risk 
reduction (DRR) or climate change adaptation (CCA) .

Integrating SP, DRR and CCA policy and interventions 
should be a key priority for increasing resilience of the 
poorest and most vulnerable people: Integration is not a 
matter of choice if poor people are to be effectively 
supported.

A lack of information is one of the main challenges and 
constraints in combining SP, CCA and DRR: ASP has a key 
role to play in documenting empirical evidence and sharing 
cases of successful ASP programmes.

In order to explore further the possibilities of integration, the 
IDS Adaptive Social Protection (ASP) Programme conducted 
a survey in which respondents from the fields of Social 
Protection (SP), Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) and Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR) were asked about their experience and 
awareness of each other’s community of practice. Analysis 
of their answers, combined with insights from qualitative 
research designed to complement the survey, has generated 
a better understanding of the challenges and issues facing 
each group. This new evidence is helping to shape policy 
recommendations to support organisations wishing to 
develop ASP. 

What is ASP and why is it important?
Social Protection, Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster 
Risk Reduction all aim to reduce vulnerability to shocks. But so 
far these three communities of practice have worked in silo.  
Adaptive Social Protection recognises that greater integration 
and knowledge sharing among these three communities of 
practice would reduce people’s vulnerability and help them 
escape poverty. The ASP Programme at IDS brings together 
these communities to strengthen household resilience and 
make better contributions to sustainable development.
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Shared Challenges 

Table 1: Key challenges in designing and programming SP/CCA/
DRR programmes as identified by practitioners 

Social 
Protection 
(SP) 

%

Disaster 
Risk 
Reduction 
(DRR)

%

Climate 
Change 
Adaptation 
(CCA)

%

Lack of political support from 
some parts of the central 
government and/or 
international community

82 46 n/a

Poor coordination between 
different services/ 
organisations involved

100 22 78

Lack of human and institutional 
capacities within the different 
services/organisations involved

100 33 78

Lack of financial resources 78 33 22

Difficulty demonstrating 
impact (poverty and/or 
vulnerability reduction)

46 43 89

Lack of adaptability (rigid 
bureaucracy) within the 
different services/
organisations involved

36 29 n/a

Difficulty targeting 
appropriate beneficiaries 36 14 11

Logistical difficulties (in the 
field) preventing effective and 
timely interventions

18 57 n/a

Difficulty integrating CC risks 
with development n/a n/a 33

Difficulty integrating CCA 
with long-term development 
programmes

n/a n/a 44

Difficulty replicating and 
scaling up programmes n/a n/a 33

Difficulty working with  
long-term timescales n/a n/a 22

Although the results (Table 1) indicate that respondents within 
the three communities of practice place different emphasis on 
different kinds of problems, some commonalities were 
observed. Poor coordination between different services and 
organisations was highlighted by all SP respondents and three-
quarters of CCA respondents, although it was felt to be a key 
challenge by fewer people in DRR (just 22%). This was also 
highlighted repeatedly in the qualitative interviews, with 
respondents being aware of the challenges of ‘bringing different 
actors under one umbrella where each one has its own mandate’, 
and the complexities associated with this coordination. 

Difficulties in demonstrating impact on poverty and/or 
vulnerability reduction were seen as particularly important by the 
majority of CCA respondents (89%), while less than half of either 

SP or DRR respondents felt this to be so (46% and 43% 
respectively). Overall, SP respondents were more likely to cite a 
lack of financial resources as a key challenge in designing and 
programming (78%) compared with DRR (33%) and CCA 
practitioners (22%). However, respondents were less unequivocal 
about the issue of finance as a constraining factor in the 
qualitative interviews, with most of them emphasising that the 
constraints were more related to evidence. 

The survey drew five key findings which, if addressed, could help 
the three communities of practice overcome these challenges by 
working closely together under the banner of ASP.

Finding 1: Climate change is expected to have 
serious impacts on the lives of social protection 
beneficiaries
‘Climate change will have significant impact on the social 
protection intervention. Mainly because some of the beneficiaries 
targeted are facing difficult living conditions because of changing 
weather patterns.’ 

Social Protection practitioners also believed both climate change 
(82%) and natural disasters (67%) can potentially reduce the 
benefits of Social Protection interventions. The same proportions 
of these SP respondents also felt both climate change and natural 
disasters would pose challenges in coordinating SP activity with 
other institutions and organisations working on those issues. 

Examples of the kinds of changes that the respondents were 
aware of include: increasing frequency of disasters, and the 
increasing risks that climate change posed. All these are seen to 
add another layer of vulnerability on the targeted beneficiaries of 
Social Protection programmes who are already ill-equipped to 
take on these challenges.

Finding 2: Climate change is increasing 
uncertainty in programme planning

Figure 1: Practitioners’ perceived changes in current and future 
work due to emergence of climate change in general policy 
agenda (% )
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Finding 4: Integrating SP, DRR and CCA policy 
and interventions should be a key priority for 
increasing resilience of the poorest and most 
vulnerable people
‘[We need…] much more attention to building resilience as a 
preventative risk reduction strategy.’ 

People felt that combining the disciplines is important, with 93% 
of respondents (100% from DRR and CCA) asserting that 
integrating SP, DRR and CCA policy or interventions ought to be 
a key priority for international and national policy and/or 
interventions aiming to increase the livelihoods resilience of the 
poorest and most vulnerable people. 

The survey found that major opportunities are offered by 
integrating policies and interventions: for instance, 71% of DRR 
respondents considered that integration is not a matter of choice 
if poor people are to be effectively supported. Overall, 48% of 
respondents gave this response. 

This was followed by the view that integration could increase 
the attention and encouragement given to ASP-supporting 
policies as a key instrument for building resilient communities 
(40% of respondents, with 44% of CCA respondents giving this 
response, compared with 36% of SP and 29% of DRR).

Finding 5: A lack of information is one of the 
main challenges and constraints in combining SP, 
CCA and DRR – and ASP has a key role to play in 
brokering knowledge and influencing policy
‘The paradigm of linking social protection with climate change is new… 
we [don’t] have all the information we need.’

Table 2: How research on ASP can best meet practitioners’ 
needs (% response of each community of practice)
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All respondents in SP (100%) and almost all in DRR (91%) 
highlighted a perceived increase in complexity and uncertainty 
in planning interventions due to future climate scenarios, and 
more than half of SP respondents expressed concern about 
potential threats to their financial sustainability imposed by 
both climate change and disasters.

The emergence of climate change has already had an impact 
on the work of respondents in SP and DRR, with many feeling 
the need to acquire new skills and redefine planning/ 
programming strategies. However, there are different levels of 
awareness of present and future impacts of climate changes 
and disasters across communities of practice, with many feeling 
poorly informed (see Finding 5). 

Finding 3: Social Protection is a key 
instrument for building diaster- or climate-
resilient livelihoods
‘So in countries like Ethiopia, for example, or indeed Malawi, we 
have seen that climate change now has been adopted as a key 
objective in the national development plan. So we have had to 
adapt our own planning as well.’

Figure 2: SP perceived as a key instrument for building 
disaster- or climate-resilient livelihoods (%)

Community of Practice

Total 
 
 

%

Social 
Protection 
(SP) 

%

Disaster 
Risk 
Reduction 
(DRR)

%

Climate 
Change 
Adaptation 
(CCA)

%

Other 
 
 

%

By developing an 
analytical framework 
to better understand 
how to improve 
integration of SP, 
DRR, and CCA

46 64 57 22 38

By documenting 
empirical evidence 
and case studies of 
successful ASP 
programmes 

66 73 57 67 63

By influencing 
policymaking on the 
need to integrate 
SP, DRR and CCA

57 64 57 67 38

SP key instrument in building disaster-resilient livelihoods

SP key instrument in building climate-resilient livelihoods

Yes, it is a 
crucial element

Yes, it is relatively 
important

Yes, but only 
marginally

Both DRR and CCA practitioners consider Social Protection to 
be a key instrument for building either disaster- or climate-
resilient livelihoods (Figure 2) in order for these programmes to 
be ‘effective and sustainable’. But the survey also indicates that 
SP policies are less likely to be combined with either DRR or 
CCA, compared with the combining of CCA and DRR policies, 
except in specific cases. Even so, around three-quarters of both 
DRR and CCA respondents have sometimes or very often used 
or included Social Protection instruments with only 28% of 
DRR and 22% of CCA respondents stating that they had never 
used them. 
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Respondents perceived adaptive social protection research to 
be valuable in meeting a broad set of needs of the communities 
of practice.
‘

’
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The survey reveals that a major constraint in 
combining CCA, DRR and SP is a lack of 
information on how to design and combine the 
domains, both within and outside organisations. 
While some information is available within 
organisations, 70% of respondents declared this 
to be scarce and therefore to be a limitation. This 
sentiment is echoed in the perceived availability 
of information outside organisations (77% of 
respondents). 

Respondents understood Adaptive Social Protection 
research to be valuable in meeting a broad set of 
needs of the communities of practice. Almost 
two-thirds (66%) of respondents thought a key 
role for ASP is in information brokerage. In that 
context they also recognise that documenting 
empirical evidence and case studies of successful 
ASP programmes are key. 

Respondents also saw an important role for ASP in 
policy influence related to the need to integrate 
Social Protection, Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Change Adaptation in building resilient 
livelihoods (57%). From an analytical point of view, 
almost half the respondents said they would expect 
research on ASP to provide an analytical framework 
to understand better how to more effectively 
integrate SP, DRR and CCA (46%).

Policy Implications
1. Support information sharing on effective ASP 

programming
Information constraints are prominent, both on 
the impact of climate change and also on ways 

to combine CCA, DRR and SP in programme 
implementation. Policy can assist this along two 
lines. First by providing information, so that 
relevant information on climate change impacts 
and on ways to combine approaches is available. 
And second by enabling practitioners to access 
this information. 

2. Embed Climate Risk Assessment in SP 
programme design
The expected impacts of climate change on the 
lives of Social Protection beneficiaries mean that 
including Climate Risk Assessment in SP 
programme design is crucial. This could be 
achieved by building on existing Environmental 
Impact Assessments (EIAs) and including DRR 
and CCA experts in SP design teams or review 
panels.

3. Build the evidence base for ASP
Given the expectation of serious impacts on the 
poorest people, there is also a need to build the 
evidence base for ASP and an understanding of 
long-term pro-poor resilience and adaptive 
capacity in the face of environmental change – 
documenting good practice, sharing information 
and lessons learned.

4. Better integrated funding across DRR, CCA 
and SP programming
The need for greater integration of DRR, CCA 
and SP programming points also to a need to 
break down the funding silos that delineate the 
three practices – with climate adaptation finance 
being accessible for SP programming. 
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