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Adaptive governance

Key References

It is the institutional, political and social arrangement which 
allows the implementation of strategies, such as adaptive 
management. It is the product of bottom-up processes medi-
ated by informal structures that emerge in response to the 
failures of bureaucratic institutional structures dominated by 
top-down processes.

Allen, C.R. y Garmestani, A.S., eds. (2015). Adaptive Manage-
ment of Social-Ecological Systems. Springer Science+Business 
Media, Dordrecht.

Biggs, R., Schlüter, M., Schoon, M.L., eds. (2015). Principles 
for building resilience. Sustaining ecosystem services in 
social-ecological systems. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

Dietz, T., Ostrom, E., Stern, P. (2003). The Struggle to Govern 
the Commons. Science, New Series, Vol. 302, No. 5652, pp. 
1907-1912

Gunderson L. (2015).  Lessons from Adaptive Management: 
Obstacles and Outcomes. In: Adaptive Management of 
Social-Ecological Systems. Allen, C.yGarmestani, A., (eds.). 
Springer Science+Business Media, Dordrecht. pp:  27-38.

Cross-border pollution, deforestation and deterioration of ecosystems at planetary level are some of 
the critical problems of today. They occur in a context of climate change that manifests itself through 
extreme events of greater intensity, frequency and duration. The result triggers or aggravates conflicts 
over access to ecosystem services and leads to institutional instability.

Human institutions are challenged by this set of unprecedented problems because of their scale, 
their interconnection and their simultaneous occurrence. The traditional division between knowledge 
areas, the institutional rigidity, the separation between disciplinary fields, and between these and the 
decision-making processes, do not allow an efficient and flexible management of changing challenges.

Governance is the management defined by formal rules (constitution and laws) and informal ones 
(traditions, habits and customs). It is about overcoming the execution exclusively from the State and 
creating a collaborative and negotiated management network.
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Additional suggested
readings

Adaptive governance provides the context for the institutional, political and social arrangement 
which allows the implementation of strategies such as adaptive management or scenario bulding. It 
constitutes a social and political framework that defines the non-linear, discontinuous or turbulent 
management of the dynamics of social-ecological systems. The participation of multiple actors gives the 
process legitimacy and allows the integration of different kinds of knowledge, across different time and 
geographic scales.

To be effective, governance must match factual information about the status of ecosystems and human 
activities that depend on the services they provide. It must also incorporate uncertainties and values 
that are at stake. It is necessary to incorporate into the decision-making processes the type and degree 
of uncertainty, as well as the nature and extent of scientific ignorance and disagreement.

Finally, adaptive governance includes the shaping capacity to incorporate past and novel processes and 
visions. When referring to a learning process that exceeds the command and control paradigm, the 
error is no longer a failure and, on the contrary, it constitutes a learning opportunity that can enrich the 
decision-making processes.
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