
www.saras-institute.org

SARAS Institute - Key Concepts / Adaptive capacity

Refers to the capacity of a system to modify its response or 
functioning (operation mode) in the face of external 
changes or changes in its internal dynamics. Adaptive 
capacity implies a diverse set of attributes linked to learn-
ing capacities, innovation, anticipation, and the interac-
tion of different knowledge systems.

Social-ecological systems are dynamic and subjected to constant changes, as 
a consequence of shocks and perturbations or changes in their internal 
dynamics.

The adaptive capacity of ecological systems is related to the variety of species 
(including genetic diversity) and functional diversity. The latter is related to 
the roles or functions of the organisms within the structure and functioning 
of the ecosystems they are part of. Having all fundamental roles available is 
key, as well as securing an adequate redundancy, which means that different 
species can adopt the same role or function. 
In social systems, individuals, institutions and the networks of actors and 
agents are the ones who can learn and accumulate knowledge and experi-
ence, allowing flexibility during problem-solving thus keeping a balance 
among the different stakeholders. 

We live in the Anthropocene, an era in which ecosystems are affected in a 
myriad ways by human activities which depend, at the same time, on the 
services they provide. In an interconnected world, multiple changes happen 
simultaneously as they interact and frequently result in unknown conse-
quences. In such context of constant change and uncertainty, adaptive 
capacity plays a key role.
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In social-ecological systems, decision-making processes include a considerable 
level of uncertainty which determine the processes of learning by doing. The 
capacity for learning and memory are fundamental to improve our knowledge, 
the early detection of failures and errors, and the promotion of processes of 
continuous adjustment and improvement.

Consequently, it is important to identify the critical elements that are required 
when trying to maintain the adaptive capacity of a social-ecological system:

• learning to live with change and uncertainty;

• nurturing diversity for resilience;

• combining different types of knowledge for learning; and

• creating opportunities for self-organization towards social-ecological sustain-
ability.


