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Project Briefing No. 1

An introduction to lock-ins 

and how these contribute to 

climate adaptation gaps 

With ever more frequent and intense impacts, adaptation to climate change is an increasingly 

urgent challenge for societies as well as for governance systems. Even with a sharp reduction of 

emissions, current levels of atmospheric greenhouse gases will continue to cause serious 

impacts that cannot be prevented. But despite the urgency1 an ‘adaptation gap’ continues to 

grow2. Action has often been limited and incremental, as institutions, governance systems and 

societies appear largely resistant to change. The widening adaptation gap has led many to 

question whether deeper-level, self-reinforcing dynamics may be ‘locking-in’ business as usual 

and constraining adaptation efforts3. 

The Adaptation Gap

Many barriers and challenges to implementing 

adaptation agendas have been documented, 

including resource constraints, absence of 

leadership, fragmented governance, perverse 

incentive structures, institutional cultures and 

gaps in the evidence. The lock-in perspective 

introduces a new way of examining the 

adaptation gap: by understanding deeper 

causal processes that can reinforce the status 

quo, maintain ‘business as usual’ and 

constrain adaptation decisions. Central to this 

approach is the process of identifying 

mechanisms - propositions about cause and 

effect - to explain how and why a certain 

outcome was produced. Mechanisms 

describe how different parts of the story fit 

together (see Box 1) and operate in a self-

reinforcing way through positive feedback 

effects. Lock-ins are identified by the presence 

of these self-reinforcing dynamics (forged 

through one or more mechanisms), which 

stabilise a specific path and create resistance 

to change. Lock-in dynamics can be 

intentional or unintentional, and desirable or 

undesirable; however, in the context of climate 

adaptation we are particularly interested in the 

undesirable lock-ins and how we might 

‘unlock’ these to accelerate adaptation.

Analysing Lock-ins

The economies of scale mechanism in 

flood risk management in England –

Once flood defences are constructed, 

investment and development behind those 

defences continues to grow, and the 

number of people, properties and 

businesses increase. This in turn 

strengthens the cost-benefit case and 

provides greater returns for continued 

investment in defence infrastructure; thus 

creating a self-reinforcing cycle. While flood 

defences will continue to be a vital 

adaptation strategy, other approaches 

(such as nature-based approaches or 

managed realignment) can be 

disadvantaged by the funding calculator. 

Box 1: An example lock-in 

mechanism 
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1 Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. 

Contribution of Working Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report 

of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. WMO, UNEP
2 UNEP 2018: The Adaptation Gap Report 2018. United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi, Kenya
3 Climate Change 2022: Chapter 13, p. 13-5
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The added value of the lock-in approach

Adapt Lock-in Project

Adapt Lock-in examines the extent to which current adaptation gaps can be attributed to 

underlying lock-in dynamics. The research investigates the lock-in dynamics observed in the UK 

(England), the Netherlands and Germany, across six problem domains, where adaptation is 

constrained to different degrees – these include coastal adaptation, water resource management, 

forestry, biodiversity, mental health and heatwave adaptation. 

ATTRIBUTION

To what extent are 

lock-in dynamics 

responsible for 

observed adaptation 

gaps in selected 

problem domains?

EVOLUTION

How do lock-in 

dynamics form, 

persist and evolve 

over time? 

COMPARISON

How do lock-in 

dynamics compare 

across different 

problem domains, 

within & between 

countries?

TRANSFORMATION

How can an 

understanding of 

lock-in dynamics 

inform ‘unlocking’ 

strategies to 

accelerate 

adaptation action?
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Improved understanding – The lock-in approach 

improves our understanding of how and why 

adaptation (non)responses to climate change are 

designed and implemented. It takes us beyond 

simply describing barriers and draws attention to 

the complex dynamics at play. Identifying and 

explaining how different types of mechanisms -

including institutional, behavioural, infrastructural 

and technological - interact and change over 

time, helps us to understand how and why 

resistance to adaptation continues. 

Opportunities for 'unlocking' and 

accelerating transformative change - The 

ability to identify where lock-ins exist, and 

why, is crucial for targeting and tailoring 

interventions to overcome adaptation 

deficits. The lock-in approach could be used 

to help anticipate and prevent detrimental 

lock-ins from occurring in the future. It can 

also help reveal opportunities for 

transformative change and specific 

‘unlocking’ mechanisms. 


