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The need to adapt is considered more urgent 
now than ever, notably given the current focus 
on climate risk. Typically, adaptation is presented 
as a solution to reduce such risks. But human 
beings are not neutral actors and have values, 
goals and aspirations, who posess and exercise 
power. Therefore, it would be problematic 
to assume adaptation as a neutral, solution 
oriented process without any consequence. It is 
against this backdrop that this thesis attempts 
to understand consequences of adaptation in 
relation to risk. The thesis emphasises the need 
to adopt a critical approach to understanding 
the consequences of adaptation from a risk 
perspective. Adaptation must be reframed as 
a process, rather than a one-time technical 
solution. More importantly, analyses must pay 
attention to dimensions such as goals, values, 
power, and spatial and temporal scales. 
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Glossary 

Buffer zone – an area surrounding a national park or reserve that includes forests, 
agricultural land, settlements, open village spaces and any other land use. The buffer 
zone area in the case of the Sagarmatha National park covers 275 km2. 

Fish Aggregating Device – a man-made, permanent, semi-permanent or temporary 
fish attracting device. Buoys and floats help it to stay in the water. In the Maldives 
it is used to attract tuna.  

Nawa system – the Shingi Nawa system is a traditional, forest protection system 
implemented by the Sherpa at Khumjung. Forest guards are appointed from among 
Sherpa households. 

The Oul – the term Oul is used by Sherpas to refer to warmer regions to the south 
of the Khumbu region. In this thesis, the Oul refers mainly to people who have 
migrated from these areas to Khumjung to find work. 

Village Development Committee – is also known as gabesa in Nepali. This is 
former term used to describe a lower administrative unit. In 2017, they were 
dissolved and several villages merged to form Gaupalika (rural municipalities) were 
formed. 
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Summary 

The increased focus on climate risks goes hand-in-hand with increased interest in 
adaptation as a way to deal with them. This is especially the case for Landlocked 
Mountainous Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States, which 
have witnessed a complex combination of changes. At the same time, their 
vulnerabilities and risks posed are increasingly defined simply in terms of climate 
change. Despite increasing recognition that people rarely respond only to climate 
risks, adaptation policies have overwhelmingly given priority to climate. While 
concern about climate risks appears perfectly reasonable, in many contexts it has 
been shown to disguise or shift the focus from other risks and vulnerabilities.  

This observation applies to Nepal and the Maldives, where climate change is given 
priority, despite acknowledged risks related to the economy and environment. 
Therefore, this thesis seeks to understand how have communities have adapted to 
changes other than climate, and the consequences of such an adaptation process. To 
achieve this, I pose two questions. First, how communities in Nepal (a Landlocked 
Mountainous Developing Country) and the Maldives (a Small Island Developing 
State) have adapted if not just to climate. Second, what has been the consequences 
of this adaptation for risks.  

The analytical starting point understands adaptation and risk from the vantage point 
of society, rather than climate. This position conceptualizes adaptation as a response 
to multiple stresses, hazards, risks or opportunities. I take a critical approach; 
specifically, I do not see adaptation merely as a technical solution that is either 
completely positive or completely negative. Instead, I understand it as a process that 
is inherently politicized – comprising values, goals and aspirations – where power 
operates to shape decisions and the consequences of the adaptation process itself. 

I adopt a case study approach. Four villages in Nepal and two islands in the Maldives 
were selected to understand the consequences of adaptation for risk. Data collection 
methods included field observation, interviews, focus group discussions and 
document analysis. NVIVO software was used for the analysis.  

This thesis is supported by five research articles. Paper I presents the adaptive 
strategies adopted by communities to deal with livelihood-related risks, and offers 
a framework for categorizing them. Paper II highlights the influence of these 
adaptive processes in shaping the livelihood trajectory of communities in the four 
villages in Nepal. It reveals increasing specialization of livelihoods, rather than the 
usual policy prescription of diversification. Paper III critically analyses the use of 
normative adaptive /maladaptive judgements that are adopted to assess community 
resilience in the climate change literature. Based on a longitudinal study that 
compares pre- and post-shock situations, this paper cautions against blanket, 
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normative statements that divide adaptation into adaptive or maladaptive. Instead, 
it stresses the importance of a multidimensional approach that takes into account 
goals, values and aspirations, together with scale and temporal aspects. Paper IV 
draws upon examples from both Nepal and the Maldives to address the topic of 
conflict. It argues that the process of adaptation is conflictual rather than neutral and 
technical. It provides a detailed description of qualitatively different types of 
conflict, which occur at different levels, that may or may not be manifest, and offers 
a framework to identify and analyse them. Paper V deals specifically with the 
consequences of the adaptation process. It presents examples relating to mobility, 
which was found to be different for women and men on the two Maldivian islands. 
This paper argues that adaptation involving specialisation of livelihoods has 
consequences that are different and unequal, reducing women’ adaptive capacity to 
be mobile while increasing that of men.  

These combined findings demonstrate that communities have adopted different 
adaptive processes to deal with risks, and that these processes have had 
consequences for other risks. Specifically, they have reduced everyday risks but, 
simultaneously, increased vulnerability to shocks. Furthermore, these consequences 
are found to be not just different, but also unequal among communities. The thesis 
observes that, contrary to certain theoretical predictions, communities continue to 
specialize despite experiencing shocks. It therefore questions whether binary, 
normative assessments of adaptive/ maladaptive are appropriate, and problematises 
the understanding of the concept of autonomous adaptation to define and assess the 
performance of communities. Finally, it argues that taking account of the role of 
power, goals, values, aspirations, and the spatial context and scale is indispensable 
in understanding the consequences of adaptation for risk. The thesis concludes by 
restating that adaptation is a complex, non-neutral process. Both adaptation per se, 
and its consequences sit within a wider context made up a complex combination of 
changes that go beyond climate. The process is conflictual; goals, values, aspirations 
and power all play a role in shaping its consequences. 
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Sammanfattning 

Med ett ökat fokus på klimatfrågan har även begreppet anpassning (adaptation) fått 
genomslag som en strategi för att hantera klimatförändringar. Denna strategi är 
speciellt relevant både för utvecklingsländer utan kuster men även för mindre ö-
nationer, som  har sett stora omställningar på grund av bland annat 
klimatförändringar de senaste åren. Trots att dessa förändringar är komplexa, 
hanteras dessa länders ökade sårbarhet i termer enbart som ett resultat av 
klimatförändringar. Trots den ökade insikten om att samhällen inte agerar enbart på 
risker som beror på klimatförändringar, har de allra flesta anpassningsstrategier ett 
tydligt klimatfokus. Även om ett stort fokus på klimatet kan vara motiverat, har 
detta perspektiv kritiserats för att dölja eller ändra fokus från andra sårbarheter som 
inte är ett direkt resultat av klimatet.  

Denna kritik är speciellt relevant i Nepal och Maldiverna, där arbetet med 
klimatförändringar prioriteras över arbetet med att minskaandra, exempelvis 
ekonomiska eller övriga miljörisker. Syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka 
hur samhällen anpassar sig till andra risker än klimatrisker, och vad konsekvenserna 
av denna utveckling är. För att uppnå detta syfte ställs två frågor: Först undersöks 
hur Nepal (ett land utan kustområden) och Maldiverna (en liten ö-nation) har 
anpassat sig till icke-klimatrelaterade förändringar, och, i ett andra steg vilka 
konsekvenser denna anpassning inneburit för andra risker som befolkningen måste 
hantera.  

Den analytiska utgångspunkten i denna avhandling är att förstå anpassning och risk 
från ett samhällsperspektiv, snarare än ett klimatperspektiv. Här ses anpassning som 
en respons på multipla stresskällor, faror, risker och möjligheter. I avhandlingen 
antas ett kritiskt perspektiv, där anpassning inte ses som en enbart teknisk lösning 
som kan vara antingen positiv eller negativ. Snarare ses anpassning som en politisk 
process – bestående av värderingar, mål och visioner – där makt spelar en stor roll 
i att forma beslut och konsekvenserna av anpassningsprocessen.  

Den här avhandlingen bygger på ett antal fallstudier. Fyra byar i Nepal och två öar 
i Maldiverna valdes för att förstå de konsekvenser lokal anpassning har inneburit 
för risk. Datainsamling inkluderar observationer i fält, intervjuer, 
fokusgruppsdiskussioner och dokumentanalys. NVIVO användes för att analysera 
det kvalitativa materialet.  

Avhandlingen bygger på fem vetenskapliga artiklar. Artikel I presenterar strategier 
för anpassning som de studerade samhällena antar för att hantera risker relaterade 
till sysselsättning, samt introducerar ett ramverk för att kategorisera dem. Artikel II 
studerar hur dessa anpassningsstrategier påverkar framtida försörjningsmöjligheter 
i fyra nepalesiska byar. Studien visar att det sker en ökad specialisering bland 
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befolkningen snarare än att mångfalden av sysselsättningsmöjligheter ökar, trots att 
det att det senare är att föredra och uppmuntras på policynivå. Artikel III genomför 
en kritisk analys av de normativa anpassning-/missanpassningsstrategierna som 
förekommer inom den klimatrelaterade litteraturen för att uppskatta samhällens 
resiliens. Baserat på en longitudinell studie som jämför situationen innan och efter 
stora katastrofer, visar resultaten att det finns en fara i ha en normativ uppdelning 
av bra och dåliga anpassningsstrategier. Snarare visar studien på att det krävs en 
multidimensionell utvärdering där mål, värderingar och visioner ses i relation till 
olika skalor och tidsaspekter. Artikel IV bygger på studier från Nepal och 
Maldiverna och har ett uttalat fokus på konflikter.  Det huvudsakliga argumentet är 
att anpassning inte är en teknisk eller neutral process, utan snarare än omgärdat av 
konflikt. Artikeln ger en detaljerad beskrivning av kvalitativt skilda typer av 
konflikt, som kan utspelas på olika nivåer och kan vare eller mindre synliga. 
Artikeln bidrar även med ett ramverk för att identifiera och analysera denna typ av 
konflikter. Artikel V undersöker specifikt konsekvenser med anpassningsprocesser. 
Genom att studera ett fenomen – mobilitet – kan konstateras att det finns 
konsekvenser av anpassning påverkat män och kvinnor på olika sätt på två öar i 
Maldiverna. Artikeln visar att den specialisering som skett inom arbetslivet ökar 
risker för kvinnor eftersom deras rörlighet begränsas och därigenom minskar deras 
möjligheter till anpassning.  

De sammantagna resultaten från denna avhandling visar att samhällen har använt 
sig av olika adaptiva strategier och processer för att hantera en typ av risk, men att 
dessa processer har haft påtagliga konsekvenser för andra risker. Mer specifikt kan 
samhällena ha reducerat sin sårbarhet inför vardagsrisker, men har samtidigt ökat 
sin sårbarhet inför större samhällsstörningar. Vidare visar resultaten i avhandlingen 
att dessa konsekvenser också är ojämlikt fördelade mellan olika samhällen. 
Avhandlingen visar, trots den rådande litteraturen inom området, att samhällen 
fortsätter mot en specialisering inom försörjningssektorn trots sina erfarenheter med 
allvarliga störningar. Med hänsyn till det kan det ifrågasättas om den binära och 
normativa uppdelningen mellan bra och dåliga anpassningsstrategier är lämplig, och 
att vidare problematisering av begreppet ”autonom anpassning” krävs för att 
definiera och mäta samhällens anpassning till risker. 

Slutligen visar avhandlingen att faktorer som makt, mål, värderingar, visioner, 
tillsammans med den spatiala kontexten och olika nivåer är ovärderliga för att förstå 
det fulla spektrum av konsekvenser som anpassning till risk ger upphov till. 
Resultatet av avhandlingen förstärker synen på anpassning som en komplex och 
värdeladdad process. Både anpassning per se och dess konsekvenser ryms i en större 
kontext som består av många samverkande faktorer som påverkar förändringar och 
som innefattar mer än enbart klimatet. Processen är snarare fylld med konflikter, där 
mål, värderingar, strävanden och makt påverkar konsekvenserna av anpassning.  
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Introduction  

Human beings today are confronted with numerous changes and associated risks, 
including economic meltdown, political turmoil, environmental degradation and 
climate fluctuations. Although societies have faced such risks in the past, their 
magnitude, severity, and scale have become greater and more unpredictable 
(Becker, 2014). Describing the contemporary age as the Anthropocene, Rockström 
(2015, p. 1) points towards new risks emerging from the irreversible impacts of 
human actions on the Earth system. Subsequently, the failure to adapt to and 
mitigate climate risk has been designated as one of the top global risks – with 
irreversible impacts (The Global Risk Report, 2017). There is an increasing focus 
on risks associated with climate change, narrowing the risk agenda for communities 
to adapt and thrive (Burton, 2005; Smith et al., 2003). In this context, adaptation is 
increasingly pointed out as a solution (Moss et al., 2013; Adger et al., 2003; Nelson 
et al., 2007).  

The potential role of adaptation in providing solutions to deal with climate change 
and risks posed is undisputed. But, at the same time, research has established that 
climate change is rarely the only change people must adapt to (Smithers and Smit 
1997; Pielke et al., 2007; Thornton and Manasfi, 2010; Parsons and Nalau, 2016). 
In fact, the literature increasingly suggests that adaptation needs to be viewed within 
a broader framework of development issues (Pelling, 2011; Dodman and Mitlin, 
2013). It is argued that a focus on climate alone can distract attention from other 
development challenges (Pelling, 2011; Kelman, 2014). Hence, adaptation not only 
involves addressing climate-related risks, but multiple risks, including issues related 
to non-climatic hazards, poverty, livelihoods, food security and health.  

Although the role of non-climatic factors has been recognised (McCarthy, 2001; 
Füssel and Klein, 2006) they have received little attention (O’Brien et al., 2004; 
Bassett and Fogelman, 2013), and adaptation continues to be viewed from the 
vantage point of climate rather than society (Eriksen et al., 2015). Even when non-
climatic factors have been studied, in most if not all adaptation programs they are 
combined with climate and conceptualised as part of climate vulnerability that 
requires technical solutions (Nightingale, 2017). Adaptation is assumed to be a 
linear and politically-neutral response to biophysical changes (Smit and Pilifosova, 
2001). Not only does such narrow focus of adaptation reduce the emphasis on other 
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associated risks, but it also leads to an overemphasis on technological solutions 
(Boyd, 2017). 

This problem-solving paradigm dominates the contemporary adaptation discourse. 
It promotes normative adaptation arguments in both science and practice (Swart et 
al., 2014, p. 4), sidelining more critical approaches. For instance, impact studies are 
largely concerned with climate and vulnerability, with a limited focus on the 
consequences of adaptation actions undertaken by communities or formal 
organisations (Tol et al., 1998; Nelson et al., 2007). One example is studies focused 
on the social cost of carbon (Pearce, 2003), which have mainly stressed an economic 
logic that ignores social consequences and impacts (Kates, 2000). Most climate 
impact assessments are criticised for adopting a value-neutral top-down approach to 
calculating risk or identifying its drivers, and failing to account for the social nature 
of impacts (Benzie, 2014). Additionally, applying a problem-solving approach that 
uncritically proposes adaptation as a solution runs the risk of depoliticising it. This 
could reduce or neglect the contestation and negotiation of values and interests, and 
the role of power, which are inherent in adaptation processes (Nightingale, 2017). 

Small Island Developing states (SIDS) and Landlocked Mountainous Developing 
States (LLMDS) require special mention. They are experiencing rapid change and 
are particularly vulnerable (UNCSD, 2012). Their vulnerability is generally 
conceived as due to their fragile environment and geography. The physical make-
up of the land and its remoteness from global markets are held responsible for 
exposing these countries to natural hazards and limits resources (UNEP, 2014). 
Although there have been significant changes in living memory, adaptation 
strategies tend to focus simply on climate change (Kelman, 2014; Lowitt et al., 
2015). As pointed out earlier, climate change is rarely the only change people have 
to adapt to, and there is a need for a better understanding of the risks and 
consequences associated with adaptation (Boyd, 2017). An interesting and 
important question is, therefore, if people are adapting to changes other than climate 
change, how have they adapted and what are the consequences of this adaptation? 

I selected Nepal (a LLMDS) and the Maldives (a SIDS) as case studies. These 
countries have experienced major social and economic changes due to globalisation, 
epitomised by tourism. Although several countries are experiencing the same 
changes, these two have been at the forefront when it comes to adaptation (Stojanov 
et al., 2017; Nagoda, 2015). 

Important contributions have been made with regard to critically assessing 
conceptualizations of climate change adaptation and vulnerability in Nepal (Nepal, 
2015; Nagoda, 2015; Nightingale 2017) and the Maldives (Kothari, 2014; Stojanov 
et al., 2017). My thesis contributes to the understanding of adaptation and the 
consequences of adaptation from a risk perspective that is not limited to climate.  
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Purpose and research question 

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to an understanding of the consequences 
of adaptation for risk among communities in LLMDS and SIDS. 

To achieve this purpose, it attempts to answer the following research questions:  

– How have the communities in selected villages in Nepal and islands in the 
Maldives adapted to deal with risk related to livelihoods in living memory? 

– What are the consequences of this adaptation for risk? 

Overview of the thesis 

This thesis is a crystallization of the arguments provided in five papers, which, 
although independent, share the theme of understanding the consequences of 
adaptation for risk. Since the thesis relies on the arguments presented in these five 
articles, and the papers themselves draw upon the same dataset, repetition is 
inevitable, especially in relation to the discussion and methodology. I also refer, in 
this thesis, to concepts that are common to the five papers to improve clarity. 

The chapter on the conceptual framework is designed to familiarize the reader with 
the concepts that are used throughout this thesis. They are particularly useful in 
understanding the arguments presented in the papers and the discussion. The 
concept of adaptation is discussed, as are the sub-concepts of maladaptation, 
autonomous and planned adaptation, and adaptive capacity. This is followed by a 
discussion of the concept of power, which is particularly useful in understanding its 
role in creating different and unequal consequences. The concepts of risk and 
vulnerability are defined in the context of this thesis.  

The chapter on the methodology clarifies my ontological stance and epistemological 
journey. It describes the general data collection approach, and the criteria and 
methods used to select cases. This is followed by a detailed description of data 
collection methods and how data were analysed. In particular, this chapter provides 
a critical reflection on the choice of data collection tools used in the field, and the 
analysis of the collected data.  

Given the importance of providing a macro-level description of the context in order 
to understand the micro-level, the chapter on the background to the case studies 
describes the macro-level context. The next chapter discusses, drawing upon the 
five papers, the main findings and their contribution. This chapter presents the core 
arguments that aim to answer the research questions presented in the introduction. 
Finally, in conclusion, a brief note summarizes the main arguments given in the 
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discussion, reiterating the need for an analytical lens that does not depoliticize 
adaptation.  

Table 1  
Overview of Papers I–V 

  

Paper Title Key messages Empirical Data 
Paper I 
Narratives of change: 
First-, second- and third-
order adaptive processes 
in Nepal and the Maldives 

Different adaptation processes have been adopted by 
communities in the selected villages in Nepal and the 
two islands in the Maldives. 
These adaptive processes aim to reduce risk with 
respect to what they consider valuable and important in 
relation to a hazard, or sudden, seasonal or steady 
change. 
These adaptive processes contribute differently to risk 
reduction and mutually influence each other. 
These adaptive processes can be qualitatively 
distinguished and categorised into three orders. 

89 interviews from 
Nepal (two rounds). 
37 interviews from the 
Maldives. 
4 groups discussions. 
12 key informants (both 
in Nepal and the 
Maldives). 

Paper II 
Tracing trajectories: 
Livelihood diversification 
as an adaptive strategy in 
rural communities in 
Eastern Nepal 

Adaptation to reduce risk in the village has contributed 
to specialisation and commercialisation. 
Livelihood patterns have shifted from subsistence-
related activities towards commercial, profit-oriented 
livelihoods. 
There are indications of limited, intra-sector 
diversification and a move towards specialisation. 
Political, economic, social and cultural processes within 
and outside the community have played a prominent 
role in shaping livelihoods. Diversification decisions are 
influenced by social networks. 

48 interviews in four 
villages in Nepal, 3 key 
informants. 

Paper III 
Scrutinizing the 
relationship between 
adaptation and resilience: 
Longitudinal comparative 
case studies across 
shocks in two Nepalese 
village 

The normative assignment of adjustments as adaptive 
or maladaptive or non-resilient is a fallacy.  
Caution needs to be exercised when assigning 
normative status. 
Values, goals and aspirations, together with temporal 
and spatial aspects need to be made explicit.  

82 interviews (including 
a first round of 
interviews). 
7 key informants 
(including a first round 
of interviews). 

Paper IV 
Conflicts in Adaptation: 
Case studies from Nepal 
and Maldives 

Adaptation is not neutral; it is full of conflicts that may 
not necessarily always be manifest and may/maynot 
become violent. 
Conflicts are due to opposing goals, values, norms and 
power relations. 
Conflict can be categorised based on three dimensions: 
their qualitative nature, the relative position of actors 
and the extent to which it is manifest.  

113 interviews (both in 
Nepal and the 
Maldives). 
13 key informants (both 
in Nepal and the 
Maldives). 

Paper V 
Gendered consequences 
of mobility for adaptation in 
small island developing 
states: case studies from 
Maafushi and Kudafari in 
the Maldives 

Adaptation to reduce risks has consequences. 
These consequences, in terms of mobility, are not only 
different but also unequal. 
The consequences are gendered in nature such that 
women’s mobility has decreased, while the overall 
mobility of men has increased. 

31 interviews (the 
Maldives). 
6 key informants. 
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Conceptual framework 

In this chapter, I introduce the concepts that are integral to understanding this thesis, 
and which constitute the analytical lens for the results and discussion. I am aware 
that there is a myriad of ways to define and use them, and that these definitions are 
often contested. Thus, below, I describe my position in relation to these concepts 
and their importance in achieving the purpose of the research.  

Adaptation  

This section outlines the concept of adaptation used in this thesis. The aim is to 
understand adaptation from the vantage point of society, rather than climate. The 
concept of adaptation has been used to analyse the survival of species, focusing on 
biological changes (Bock, 1980; Simonet, 2000). It was later used to analyse cultural 
change among peasant and tribal societies (Head, 2010). However, it retained the 
original stimulus–response connotation developed in evolutionary biology, and was 
conceptualized as a creative process (bringing about cultural change) or a response 
to an external environment (Steward, 1955). In other words, communities respond 
to physical change (a stimulus) in their immediate environment (Butzer, 1980; 
Steward, 2006; Head, 2010). Much of this conceptual understanding is reflected in 
the current literature. Climate change is defined as the stimulus, to which 
communities must respond (Taylor, 2014).  

In my thesis, I use the concept of adaptation to analyse the consequences for risk. 
What is considered ‘at risk’ is determined by what people value and want to protect 
(Becker and Tehler, 2013; Nilsson and Becker, 2009), which I elaborate below. 
Specifically, I adopt a broader understanding of adaptation, which goes beyond its 
popular, narrow relation to climate (Hulme, 2011; Taylor 2014; Nightingale, 2017). 
Thus, in this thesis, adaptation means a process by which a people “[..] achieve a 
working relationship with its environment” (Agnew, 1981, p. 106), and in doing so 
address risks posed by complex changes to their environment (Becker et al., 2016). 
Change is distinguished from adaptation such that the latter has a motivational core, 
in response to changing conditions, stress, hazard, risk, or an opportunity (Smit and 
Wandel, 2006). This understanding might seem very broad, as I do not focus on a 



22 

particular risk, posed by a change, such as climate. However, this is a deliberate 
choice. The aim is to avoid situating the changes described by respondents in Nepal 
and the Maldives limited within the realm of biophysical events, an approach that is 
often adopted by some schools of thought in the climate literature, and most 
adaptation policies.  

A somewhat similar application of this broader concept of adaptation can be found 
in the literature, where it is understood as responses designed to reduce stress on 
resources due to environmental change (Hardesty, 1986; Batterbury and Forsyth, 
1999; Forsyth and Evans, 2013). However, in this thesis, the concept of environment 
is not restricted to the physical; instead it is used in the broadest possible sense and 
includes ideology (Sztompka, 1993, p.  223), the political and economic context, 
and technology (Elias, 1995). Consequently, the environment is constitutive of both 
the social and natural, and human beings are not separate from their context. In the 
words of Taylor (2014), “human do not, therefore, act upon their environments. 
They act within them as a part of a dense network of interrelationships that are 
mutually transformative”. This environment is “indivisibly both social and natural” 
(p. 37), and any distinction between the two is unnecessary (Adger, 2006). In other 
words, adaptation and environment shape each other, and adaptation must be seen 
as a process that is part of this environment, rather than an external entity to which 
communities must adjust (Eriksen et al., 2015).  

It should also be noted here that adaptation is a response to an environment that is 
itself changing (Head, 2010). It is a product of a historical process of change 
(Ghiselin, 1966). There is a long history of communities dealing with environmental 
change – ranging from resource scarcity to population growth (Forsyth and Evans, 
2013). Therefore, it is not just a reactive response to a physical event, but also refers 
to pre-existing cultural and economic practices designed to reduce local risk (ibid) 
and it is important to understand the historical production of social, cultural, political 
and economic contexts. In other words, understanding how communities adapt in 
the present requires an understanding of their history (Thornton and Manasfi, 2010; 
Orlove, 2005; Parsons and Nalau, 2016). This approach helps in understanding the 
contextual factors (e.g. economic globalization and social inequities) that have 
shaped adaptation over time (Kelly and Adger, 2000; O’Brien et al., 2004). 

Addressing livelihood-related risks can involve finding ways to reduce stress on 
vital resources and taking advantage of opportunities to enhance security and wealth 
(Smit and Wandel, 2006). In this thesis, Ellis’ (1998) concept of livelihood is 
adopted. This understanding goes beyond income, and includes earnings in both 
cash and kind. It must also be noted that livelihoods cannot be understood without 
taking into account factors such as social institutions, gender relations and property 
rights (ibid). This is because the capacity and capability to earn and sustain a 
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livelihood is contingent on access to resources, which the above factors might 
influence. This brings us to the question of adaptive capacity.  

Adaptive capacity refers to the ability to adjust and cope (O’Brien et al., 2004), 
anticipate and prepare (Smit and Pilifosova, 2001) for perceived or current stress in 
order to manage risks and secure livelihoods (Nelson, 2011). It is often referred to 
as the asset base of adaptation action (Vincent, 2007) and factors include 
infrastructure, finance, social networks and information, to name just a few (Nelson 
et al., 2010; Yohe and Tol, 2002; Pelling and High, 2005; Smit and Pilifosova, 
2001). Here again, it is important to note that prerequisites are not just the 
availability of resources, but also their accessibility and the ability to mobilize them 
(Smit and Wandel, 2006; Adger et al., 2005).  

Another important characteristic of adaptive capacity, which requires clarification 
in the context of this thesis, is that resources may not always be material, in other 
words, something that can be acquired externally and calculated (Rothman et al., 
2014). The IPCC (2014) points out that the least developed and developing countries 
need to enhance and acquire adaptive capacity, as they possess the least resources 
and, consequently, have the least capacity to adapt to climate change damage and 
other stresses. Here, there is an implicit understanding that adaptive capacity refers 
to something that needs to be acquired externally. But it neglects the endogenous 
capacity of a community to use local resources, knowledge, skills and social 
networks to deal with risks (Gaillard, 2010; Wisner et al., 2011). From this 
perspective, enhancing adaptive capacity goes beyond enhancing external access to, 
and the availability of material resources, and also includes enhancing well-being 
(being nourished, being educated, being able to move) to enable them to carry out 
actions (migrating to find work, education, fetching water) that help them to deal 
with risks (Kronlid, 2014). In this way, adaptive capacity represents both the 
prerequisites and the potential to adapt (Nelson, 2011; Adger et al., 2005). 
Prerequisites are determined by the accessibility and availability of resources, and 
the potential to mobilize these resources to adapt.  

Additionally, variation in adaptive capacities can and does exist due to unequal 
power relations that create unequal access to resources (Canon and Mueller-Mahn, 
2010). Understanding adaptation from the vantage point of society sees it as a 
politicised process involving conflict, contestation and collaboration, which, in turn, 
concerns goals, values, vested interests and the exercise of power. The following 
section explores why this is important in more detail. 

Adaptation and power 

Understanding adaptation among communities requires an exploration of the role of 
power, as it is not a politically-neutral process (Nagoda, 2015; Eriksen et al., 2015). 
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Adaptive processes are “bound up with power relations, social structures, 
technologies, economies, beliefs, values, and narratives” (Parsons and Nalau, 2016, 
p. 94). In this thesis, power is important in understanding the different and unequal 
consequences of adaptation, as access and opportunity are structured by interactions 
between the exercise of power, class, caste, religion, gender, ethnicity and cultural 
identity (Scoones, 2009). Thus, it helps to explain why resource inequities arise that 
impede adaptation (Kelly and Adger, 2000).  

What is also interesting to note is that adaptation can be framed to protect the 
interests of those who hold power (Eriksen et al., 2015). In this context, 
understanding the role of power sheds light on uncritical solution-based thinking, 
which takes the form of binary framing of consequences of adaptation. These 
framings correspond to different vested interests when determining what is adaptive 
and what is not (Eriksen, 2015), resulting in some needs being prioritized over 
others (Oberlack and Eisenack, 2014). This discursive understanding can provide 
valuable insights into how power relations determine the rules of the game, or risk 
framing (Slovic, 2001), as some risks are sidelined while others are prioritized 
(Kasperson et al., 1988). 

Understanding of power relations also sheds light on the actors and institutions at 
different scales who shape the adaptation process (Ribot, 2011; Eriksen et al., 2015). 
This, in turn, helps to identify not only who is powerful and who is not, but also to 
identify the power relations between them that maintain unequal adaptive capacities 
(Forsyth and Evans, 2013; Eriksen et al., 2015; Nightingale, 2017). Here, I adopt 
the conceptualisation of power provided by Avelino and Rotmans (2009, p. 550) as 
the capacity and ability to mobilise resources. But, at the same time, I acknowledge 
that power is relational; differences in adaptive capacity and the distribution of risks 
are due to both the exercise of power and its existence (Nightingale, 2017). In other 
words, it is not just the possession of power, but also its exercise (when power to 
transforms into power over) that has both intended and unintended effects.  

Autonomous adaptation 

This section outlines the framing of autonomous adaptation in the current discourse 
on climate risk-focused adaptation. The conceptual clarification described below 
supports the broader conceptualization of adaptation adopted in this thesis, and 
helps develop the arguments presented in the discussion.  

The IPCC (2007) defines autonomous adaptation as a spontaneous response 
“triggered by ecological changes in natural systems and by market changes in 
human systems”, while planned adaptation “is a deliberate policy decision” that 
concerns changes that have happened or are anticipated. The conceptualisation that 
adaptation is a solution to reduce climate change-related risks has attracted 
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increasing interest. Researchers seek to understand how planned forms of 
adaptation, undertaken by formal bodies such as governments, can be supplemented 
by autonomous adaptation at community level (Burton et al., 2002). It is important 
to note that often planned adaptation assumes that autonomous adaptation is 
ineffective and inefficient in situations of high uncertainty and risk (Eisenack, 2009; 
Stern, 2007). From this perspective, government intervention is needed to overcome 
the shortcomings of autonomous adaptation (Fankhauser et al., 1999; Mendelsohn, 
2000).  

This thesis considers adaptations ranging from those undertaken independently by 
communities to those undertaken by formal institutions. There is no clear division 
between planned (as purposeful) adaptation, and autonomous adaptation (as non-
purposeful). Both are considered, and the focus is more on the interaction between 
them rather than their differences. Here, I specifically highlight the tendency of the 
adaptation literature to categorize adaptation into autonomous or planned, on the 
basis of its purposefulness.  

Policies that assume that autonomous adaptation is spontaneous, while planned 
adaptation is purposeful and consciously planned may be problematic (Smithers and 
Smit, 1997; Adget et al., 2006). Although such interpretations help in distinguishing 
between adaptations, they may overlook the potential of local communities to plan 
for, and adapt to risks related to their livelihoods (Forsyth and Evans, 2013; 
Christoplos et al., 2009). This analytical distinction leads to a partial understanding 
of adaptation processes, and disguises who is responsible for consequences. In other 
words, adaptation cannot fully be autonomous as it “always take place within the 
constraints and opportunities engendered by antecedent collective action and 
collective inaction” (Adger et al., 2006, p. 7). 

Maladaptation 

This section deals specifically with normative framings designed to assess the 
success of adaptation, categorized into adaptive and maladaptive.  

A normative value assignment to adaptation is necessary when applying it to a 
highly normative context (Becker, 2014) when discussing risk (Renn, 2008; Aven, 
2011). For instance, in the climate change adaptation literature, autonomous 
adaptation is often associated with inefficiency and maladaptation (Forsyth and 
Evans, 2013). Maladaptation is related to negative consequences (Magnan et al., 
2016) such as increasing vulnerability to climate stimuli (IPCC, 2007), reducing 
adaptive capacities (Fazey et al., 2011; Barnett and O’Neill, 2010) and reducing 
resilience (Adger et al., 2011; Nelson, 2011). Earlier discussions have associated it 
with factors internal to the social system, including the irrational, conservative 
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resistance of communities to change (Head, 2010), which negatively affect the 
system’s capacity to respond to stress (Rappaport, 1977).   

Given the increasing need to assess what ‘good’ adaptation means, particularly in 
the climate change literature, the debate has begun to focus on the criteria that 
should be used to assess its efficiency and effectiveness (Tol, 1996), and equity and 
legitimacy (Adger et al., 2005). Others favour economic indicators such as 
efficiency (Fankhauser, 1996; Stern, 2007), yet others emphasise social 
determinants (O’Brien and Wolf, 2010; Adger et al., 2009). Social determinants 
refer to both social values and norms that determine adaptation options and, partly, 
the legitimacy and success of the selected adaptation options (Wolf et al., 2013). 
Underlying social values and norms shape risk perceptions, which may impede the 
society’s ability to respond (Adger et al., 2009). Additionally, they become more 
diverse across scales (Becker, 2012); the same adjustment could be seen as a 
positive or negative adaptation depending on the person’s values. Thus, it is 
necessary to explicitly state whose values dominate and the time period, as preferred 
values may change over time (Adger et al., 2009). 

I acknowledge that normative judgements concerning adaptation processes are 
necessary when evaluating the success of adaptation. But care must be exercised 
regarding how the normative value is assigned to avoid sidelining the complexities 
involved in the process.  In the short run, specific adaptive actions may increase 
resilience to specific things and, at the same time, reduce resilience to others in the 
long run (Maru et al., 2014). 

Risk and vulnerability 

Risk is a highly controversial term (Adam et al., 2000; Renn, 2008), which has lent 
itself to numerous interpretations and definitions (Becker, 2014). This section 
describes how risk is understood in this thesis.  

As outlined above, adaptation can be understood as a process that has implications 
on risk related to livelihoods. I adopt the definition of risk provided by Klinke and 
Renn (2002, p. 1071) as the “possibility that human actions or events lead to 
consequences that harm aspects of things that human beings value”. These 
possibilities are what Becker (2014, p. 133) terms, “potential negative deviations” 
from the goals that people have set regarding what they value. 

Adaptation has been recognized in literature as a key strategy to address risks to 
livelihoods resulting from environmental change (Agrawal, 2008; Forsyth and 
Evans, 2013). Communities do not respond to environmental change or climate 
change per se, but rather to how these changes represent risks to their livelihoods at 
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the local level (Ayers and Forsyth, 2009). In the context of livelihoods, risk has been 
viewed in relation to food scarcity. This, in turn, is due to high variability in the 
environment; communities create a buffer by engaging in different adaptation 
processes (Halstead and O’Shea, 1989). Others have linked risk and livelihoods in 
terms of the scarcity of vital, local resources and environmental stress and change 
(Batterbury and Forsyth, 1999; Netting, 1993; Agrawal, 2008).  

The relationship between adaptation and risk can be traced to the hazard literature, 
where risk is discussed in terms of the probability of occurrence of a hazard and the 
probability of a loss (Sarewitz et al., 2003); it is calculated as probability multiplied 
by loss (Jones and Boer, 2005). More recently, the literature has interpreted risk as 
the product of an existing vulnerability and the occurrence of a hazard (Blaikie et 
al., 2004). This has put the focus on the political economy as a cause of risk, rather 
than localizing its influence in the physical event (Eakin and Luers, 2006).  

Vulnerability is closely connected to risk, and seeks to understand who is at risk and 
why (Blakie et al., 1994). The concept of vulnerability has a central role in the recent 
adaptation literature. It is used to explain the characteristics of a system in relation 
to its exposure and sensitivity, or susceptibility and adaptive capacity (IPCC, 2014; 
Smit and Wandel, 2006). This thesis is interested in understanding the factors that 
shape the contexts that put people at risk, differently and unequally. For instance, 
factors such as the social status of individuals within a community, due to their age, 
gender, ethnicity and other social constructions may influence their access to, and 
the availability of resources (Blaikie et al., 1994; Adger and Kelly, 1999). In other 
words, vulnerability to a livelihood risk is not understood as an outcome of a hazard 
event, but rather as developed over a period of time (Oliver-Smith, 2012).  

Rather than consider vulnerability as an outcome of climate change or a disaster 
event, the focus is on pre-existing conditions that shape vulnerability (Kelly and 
Adger, 2000; Pelling, 2011). It then becomes socially produced by the context 
(Blaikie et al., 2004) and is not determined by the probability of occurrence of a 
hazard (Brooks, 2003). Thus, it is important to consider temporal aspects in the 
determination of vulnerability (Füssel, 2005; Adger, 2006). In other words, to fully 
understand the state or condition of a vulnerability and its related, unequal 
consequences, it is important to understand how it has been historically produced 
and reproduced between social groups in the course of their active engagement with 
the environment (Taylor, 2014, p. 27). The importance of scale is highlighted both 
in the discussion and the chapter on the background to the case studies, in order to 
show how vulnerable conditions have been created over time, putting communities 
at risk. 

Risk is not objectified or considered to directly reflect reality, but “[..] refracted in 
society through lenses shaped by history, politics and culture” (Jasanoff, 1998, p. 
139). It is equally important to note that these possibilities and consequences are 
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uncertain, as without uncertainty there can be no risk (Rosa, 1998). What is 
uncertain and what is not, the identification of risks, and resources to respond are 
mediated through culture (Adger et al., 2013). This focus emphasises the language 
used in the construction and manufacturing of risk, influenced by the individual’s 
existing shared values and beliefs. Although the role of values means that risk is 
socially constructed, at the same time it does not overlook the fact that real events 
can be perceived as risks. In fact, actual experience of events has been found to 
influence the social construction of risks (Becker, 2104, p. 133). 

Such a conceptualisation of risk can take into account underlying factors that shape 
adaptation. Along with information, knowledge and values shape ideas of risk, 
power is also important (Jasanoff, 1998; Renn et al., 2011; Slovic, 2001). This 
highlights notions that emphasize the construction and interpretation of risk 
(Douglas and Wildavsky, 1983), which can vary as a function of the cultural and 
political context (Slovic, 2001). Risk is considered as a product of shared values and 
beliefs, rather than a simple consequence of danger inherent in a physical event 
(Douglas and Wildavsky, 1983). Such a conceptualisation also facilitates 
understanding of how risks are framed, and guards against using a universal 
definition (Henwood et al., 2008).  

The above discussion makes it clear that the interpretation of risk is a matter of 
perspective, which has resulted in multiple efforts. In this thesis, I do not adopt the 
notion of risk calculation, or engage in the debate that seeks to identify the best-
possible definition. Rather, I see it in relation to values, which are closely connected 
to livelihoods and related assets. 
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Methodology 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodological underpinnings of the 
thesis, and the strategies and techniques used for data collection and analysis. I start 
by describing the ontological and epistemological foundations. Next, I turn to the 
analytical assumptions and lens that is adopted to answer the research questions. 
This is followed by a description of the case study approach, with a focus on the 
selection of cases and their justifications. Then, I describe my experience of using 
the selected data collection tools in the field and describe how I analysed the raw 
data that went on to form the basis of my empirical contributions. This is followed 
by a reflection on my data collection and analysis journey. Lastly, I discuss some 
ethical concerns related to this research, and how they were addressed.  

Ontology and epistemology  

I start from an ontological assumption that society and environment exist and are 
real, and are not separate from each other but intertwined. Adaptation that takes 
place within this socio-environmental context is real. Society, environment and 
adaptation are not figments of our imagination. At the same time, knowledge of 
society, adaptation and the environment is socially constructed, and thus has 
material and discursive dimensions. In  knowing the material or the thing 
(construction of knowledge) we cannot escape social, economic, political and 
historical influences (Jones, 2002, p. 249). It then becomes important to 
problematize the assumption that underlies the meaning of the ontological thing/ 
object, which may not be given (Castree, 1995).  

In other words, epistemological relativity exists, where the social, the environment 
and adaptation can have multiple meanings, via a process of social construction. 
This is not to deny the materiality of the nature that surrounds us, but rather reflects 
the position that “the physical opportunities and constraints nature presents societies 
with can only be defined relative to specific sets of economic, cultural, and technical 
relations and capacities” (Castree, 2001, p. 13). 

That said, it is never possible for an external researcher to perfectly represent and 
reproduce reality (Blaikie, 2009). I am cognizant of this challenge and thus have 
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exercised reflexivity when trying to understand the consequences of adaptation for 
risk. This reflexivity involves an account of the choices and justification of the 
methodological approach adopted, management of subjectivities, and the data 
collection tools used to construct the understanding of the consequences of 
adaptation.   

Analytical lens 

I indicated above (Introduction and Conceptual framework) that I adopted a broader 
concept of adaptation; notably, as a process that is not limited to climate change. In 
other words, the analytical starting point for understanding adaptation is from the 
vantage point of society rather than climate (Eriksen et al., 2015). Society and 
environment are co-produced through interactions with each other, and attempts to 
separate them represent a rationalization of certain, discursive understandings of 
adaptation (Taylor, 2014). Adopting this lens helps in understanding the 
consequences of adaptation mediated by society. Taking society as a starting point, 
lived experience forms the basis for my investigation into the qualitative meaning 
of the phenomena of adaptation being studied (Manen, 2014, pp. 317–318). This 
approach avoids the initial assumption that adaptation and its consequences are 
neutral, or that they are purely technical and mechanical (Ribot, 2011; Eriksen et 
al., 2015).  

It follows from this that adaptation, by definition, is a nonlinear process embedded 
in conflicting values and goals (Eriksen et al., 2015; Nightingale, 2017; Robins, 
2011; Sovacool et al., 2015). In other words, it is a politicized process that goes 
beyond the context to also include scalar influences (Scoones, 2009; Taylor, 2015). 
As a politicized process, power becomes a core factor in understanding how it is 
shaped, and its consequence for risks (Robbins, 2000; Eriksen et al., 2015). This 
shaping involves the negotiation of needs, rights and responsibilities during 
adaptation efforts (Lind et al., 2010); in practice, “the relative security of some 
social group is achieved through the production of insecurity among others” 
(Taylor, 2014, p. 318). Flyvbjerg (2001) argues that it is this reflexive understanding 
of power and values that gives relevance to social sciences and the study of human 
activity in the real world. In this thesis, I also seek to understand and interpret the 
role of power and values in adaptation processes.  

This framing proved particularly useful when trying to understand the consequences 
of adaptation for risk, as risk itself is socially mediated. Attention must be given to 
the role of values and goals in its socially-constructed meaning. Thus, it becomes 
imperative to understand how communities have adapted in living memory, rather 
than starting with how climate change has affected communities. In the field, it 
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quickly became apparent that adaptations have been oriented towards reducing 
livelihood-related risks and conflicts. Since scale and contextual awareness form 
part of the analysis, livelihoods at the community level are not seen as an isolated 
activity, but part of a wider political economy that influences them (Scoones, 2009). 
This includes viewing historical processes of political, economic and cultural 
changes in Nepal and the Maldives, a point that is discussed at length in the chapter 
‘Background to the case studies’. Furthermore, using society as the vantage point 
orients the attribution of the root causes of vulnerabilities and risk creation from an 
external, biophysical factor, to turn the focus towards society itself. Consistent with 
this observation, this thesis probes factors that are both internal and external to the 
community (e.g. power) that shape the adaptation process.   

The case study approach 

The case study approach allowed me to obtain an in-depth understanding of 
adaptation in living memory, based upon multiple cases in Nepal and the Maldives. 
The approach was deemed appropriate as it complements qualitative approaches by 
drawing upon real-life situations (Flyvberg, 2011) and involves in-depth data 
collection from various sources (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2003).  

A major difficulty related to selecting the cases to study, and delineating the scope 
of the investigation. According to Miles and Huberman (2002), this can be 
overcome through explicitly defining and contextualising the phenomena being 
studied. I therefore present definitions of all of the important concepts, including 
adaptation, in the conceptual framework. Sampling criteria and their justifications 
are discussed below, and indicate the boundaries and context of the study. 
Additionally, sampling criteria for the villages in Nepal, the islands in the Maldives, 
and respondents are stated below.  

Geographical focus 

My research focussed on cases drawn from Nepal and the Maldives (Figures 2 and 
3). Both countries are categorised as experiencing complex changes and facing 
alarming climate risk (UN-OHRLLS, 2009). Eighty percent of Nepal is covered by 
mountains and the country has the lowest human development index among 
LLMDC. As for the Maldives, it is considered to be the most vulnerable to sea level 
rise among all SIDS countries, and it is also highly vulnerable to external economic 
events and other disasters (Ghina, 2003). 
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Adaptation is high on the agenda of both countries, due to the alarming threat of 
climate change, evidenced by their submission of a National Adaptation Programme 
of Action1. The framing of adaptation issues in terms of climate has contributed to 
acknowledging and addressing issues of vulnerability at the local level, in both the 
Maldives and Nepal. However, this approach has been accused of being apolitical 
and ignoring the root causes of vulnerability (Kothari, 2014; Nagoda, 2015). Their 
vulnerability stems not just from their physical environment, but also from a range 
of externally and internally-induced social, political, economic and environmental 
factors. 

Although located in the same continent, the two countries have marked geographical 
differences. The Maldives is an island country, while Nepal is a mountainous 
landlocked country (Figure 3). However, they share some similarities. Both are 
heavily economically dependent on the tourism sector (Brown et al., 1997). 
Historically, both were British protectorates and experienced authoritarian modes 
of governance with a tumultuous path to democracy (Misra, 2004). And both opened 
up their economies at approximately the same time.  

Selection of cases and respondents 

Data was collected during two trips to Nepal between 2014–15 (before the 
earthquake and after), and a trip to the Maldives in 2016. I chose multiple cases that 
provided me with a rich insight into the context. 

Generalizability can be a concern when adopting a case study approach (Firestone, 
1993). Therefore, the purpose of this study is not to arrive at universal truths, but 
rather to be able to make an analytical generalization (Maxwell, 2013). By analytical 
generalization, I mean themes, results and analyses that are grounded in data, and 
which could be of use in other contexts and help to understand common patterns – 
rather than abstract theory building (Yin, 2013). The content of the interviews was 
subject to a cross-case analysis, to develop a synthesis of the results in the form of 
categories or themes (Yin, 2013, p. 326). I am aware that a single case can be used 
to make an analytical generalisation and may have been preferable, given that the 
aim was not to make a statistical generalisation. The rationale behind using multiple 
cases was to get a richer picture of the two environments; one landlocked and 
mountainous, the other a small island. The aim was to understand common patterns 
in adaptive processes and the consequences for risks in two, diverse contexts that 
have both been designated as vulnerable. The empirically-derived understanding of 
these patterns may help to understand the mechanisms that operate in other contexts, 
forming a bridge between contexts. Mechanisms are defined as, “regular patterns of 
                                                      
1 http://unfccc.int/national_reports/napa/items/2719.php  
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specific actions and interactions” (Bengtssson and Hertting, 2014). An example of 
this is the understanding that consequences are not just different, but also unequal, 
due to the exercise of power (a mechanism), seen in both the Maldivian and 
Nepalese contexts.  

Furthermore, other, unexpected issues emerged during the data analysis, which were 
not considered as the primary objects of the study. The adopted approach was 
flexible enough to allow new issues to emerge, which were used to explore new 
insights (Firestone, 1993). For example, in this thesis, issues of power and conflict 
were not a conscious target; instead they emerged during the cross-case analysis. 
Other examples, highlighting other dimensions of the two issues emerged during 
the second round of fieldwork in Nepal. One example is tension between people 
from the Oul and Sherpas. Although the issue did come to light during the first round 
of interview analysis, it was during the second round of interviews that new 
dimensions, especially with regard to resource use, accessibility and availability, 
were brought to light. New insights were also gained concerning the dynamics 
between government officials and community members.  

This dimension inspired me to probe more deeply into the dimensions of power and 
conflict during my fieldwork in the Maldives. These issues helped me to critically 
understand the nature of adaptation, rather than accepting the positive value 
assigned to it in policy circles. Subsequently, it provided support for the argument 
that adaptation has consequences that are not just different, but unequal. It was an 
important reason for adopting an analytical focus based on the conceptualisation of 
adaptation as a politicised process, as it facilitated my understanding of the 
interconnections between power, time period, values, goals, and the spatial context 
and scale. 

Selecting areas in Nepal and the Maldives 

I adopted purposive sampling to select the villages in Nepal and islands in the 
Maldives. This proved to be a flexible way to choose sites, while the process offered 
opportunities to gain an extensive understanding of the site and its respondents, a 
required attribute of qualitative data (Cresswell, 2007). The selection criterion for 
villages and islands (Figures 4 and 5) was the influence of tourism, as a proxy for 
understanding the influence of globalisation at the local level in LLMCD and SIDS.  

Tourism was selected as a criterion, not to understand the changes it brought about, 
but rather to identify adaptive responses to a complex combination of changes 
related to opening up the economy, increasing commercialisation, and political and 
socio-cultural changes. It was used simply as an indicator of globalisation which, 
many scholars point out, is one of the main change process affecting the world (Held 
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et al., 2000; Frohlick, 2003; Hjalager, 2006). Both tourist and non-tourist villages 
and islands were selected to obtain a richer understanding of adaptive processes.  

Trekking tourism is particularly popular in the Himalayan regions of Nepal; in the 
Maldives it is resort tourism. In Nepal (Figure 1), the village of Khumjung is heavily 
reliant on tourism, while the villages of Kengma and Buksa are not directly 
dependent on it, but are in the vicinity of important trekking routes. Ingla is not a 
tourist village (although efforts have been made to promote eco-tourism in the area), 
and the village is known more for its cardamom plantation. In the Maldives, 
Maafushi is a tourist island, while Kudafari (Figure 2) is not (although a few guest 
houses have started to emerge). In both countries, tourism has a significant 
economic, cultural and environmental influence. The selection of sites in both 
countries was also influenced by factors such as ease of access and the availability 
of gatekeepers. A gatekeeper is an individual(s) or an organisation(s) that provides 
access to respondents (Johl and Renganathan, 2010). The final site selection, in both 
Nepal and the Maldives, was done after consultation with International Centre for 
Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) representatives in Nepal, and a 
UNDP representative in the Maldives. 
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Figure 1 Location of the Maldives and Nepal 
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Figure 2 Study areas in the Maldives 
Source: Google Earth 
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Figure 3 Study areas in Nepal 
Source: International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (2008); Settlements of Nepal, (2008); District 
Boundary of Nepal (2009). 

Selecting respondents 

Since information about adaptive processes in living memory was sought, to 
understand local-level changes and adaptation from a historical standpoint, 
respondents were ideally aged over 50 and able to provide a historical narrative of 
the place (Appendices I, II and III). The age criterion was not followed strictly, 
especially when selecting respondents from the Oul in Khumjung and other key 
informants. Key informants were selected based on their official or traditional 
position they held in governmental or non-governmental organisations, or in the 
community. Details of key informants are given in Appendix II.  

A conscious attempt was made to have an equal number of male and female 
respondents. In this respect, research assistants in the field played a crucial role in 
setting up interviews. While I acknowledge the active role of these research 
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assistants in identifying potential respondents, final decisions were made 
independently, keeping in mind the study’s focus. This was because, in some 
situations, research assistants were also gatekeepers as they lived in the villages 
(Nepal) or on the islands (the Maldives) under study. During informal 
conversations, they helped me to understand local issues that emerged from the 
interviews and to setup the interview schedule. However, including them in the case 
selection process had its disadvantages, as they were able to influence access to 
respondents, potentially biasing the selection. I dealt with this issue by clearly 
communicating the objective of the research and the sample criterion. Including 
research assistants in the analysis of interviews built trust with the gatekeeper. Such 
engagement can have a positive influence and reduce any negative influences in the 
research process (McFadyen and Rankin, 2016).  

For instance, to avoid excessive control over the selection of interviewees in 
Khumjung when interviewing people from the Oul, I consciously decided to identify 
respondents using the snowball technique. This also ensured that my research 
assistant (a Sherpa) was not present during the interviews. The aim was to reduce, 
as far as possible, any bias in the case selection and encourage people from the Oul 
to speak freely when narrating their perceptions of living as outsiders in Khumjung, 
among the dominant Sherpa population.  

Data saturation was reached when repetitive insights emerged (O’Reilly and Parker, 
2012). At this point no further interviews were conducted. Examining one’s 
personal lens also helps to understand when data saturation is reached (Fusch and 
Ness, 2015). In this thesis, explicitness (regarding the methods used and why) and 
self-reflexivity (see the section on reflexivity) were used to assess any potential 
researcher bias. This is described in more detail in the  self-reflection section. 

Data collection  

It was important to avoid a topic selected by a respondent overshadowing the data 
(Bernard, 2012). Therefore, two types of interviews were conducted. In addition to 
data collected in in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews were used for key 
informants.  

Other data sources included focus group discussions (described later), online 
government reports (such as the National Adaptation Plan and Intended Nationally 
Determined Contributions), other documents available online and local government 
reports. Most of these reports were downloaded, while local government reports in 
Nepal were obtained through personal contacts with the former Village 
Development Committee (see glossary) at Jamuna, which represented the village of 
Ingla. Similarly, district development plans were obtained from the Salleri District 
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office in the region of Solukhumbu, which Khumjung, Buksa and Kengma are part 
of. 

Fieldwork 

During my fieldwork I stayed at villages in Nepal and islands in the Maldives. 
During this time, I made observations, conducted interviews and held focus group 
discussions. The first round of data collection was carried out in Nepal between 
December 2014 and February 2015. The first few days were spent talking to 
researchers at the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development 
(ICIMOD) about their adaptation work, and discussing my work and the data 
collection plan. It was through a contact at ICIMOD that I was introduced to my 
research assistant, who was also a resident of Khumjung.  

The first village visited was Khumjung, followed by Kengma and then Buksa. The 
former head of the region of Solukhumbu was interviewed in Salleri, the district 
headquarters. Data related to district plans were also collected. Ingla village (located 
in the district of Ilam) was visited last, due to its location further to the east of Nepal. 
Here, ICIMOD contacted a local NGO, the Namsaling Community Development 
Centre, which helped to establish contact with a research assistant in the village. 
Throughout the data collection phase I stayed in the villages, which increased my 
familiarity with the community. My knowledge of the Nepali language proved 
useful in conversing with local residents. However, in some cases (Khumjung, in 
particular) interviews were conducted in Sherpa, which required the research 
assistant to interpret.  

The second round of interviews was conducted in December 2015 after the 
earthquake that hit the same villages. As landslides had damaged footpaths and the 
area was still unstable, Buksa was not visited.  

In the Maldives, data was collected between January and February 2016. Two 
islands, Maafushi (a tourist island) and Kudafari (a non-tourist island), were 
selected. A contact at the UNDP office in Malé played a key role in putting me in 
contact with a person in Kudafari who later assisted me in my research. In Maafushi, 
the island councillor appointed two people to help me conduct interviews in the 
local language, Devihi. Key informants in Malé were selected using the snowball 
technique. Here again, I stayed on the islands during the entire data collection 
process.  

The table below provides an overview of the data gathering techniques used during 
the field work. 
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Table 2  
Overview of data gathering techniques 

Type of 
technique 

Mode of interaction Type of information 

Field observation Observations during treks and walks with 
research assistants in villages. Informal 
chats. Taking photographs during walks. 
Participatory observation during marriage 
celebrations, religious rituals at the 
village’s monastery and helping in some of 
the daily chores.  

Data used to draw up the interview guide and 
contextualize findings from interviews. 
Used to understand interactions in the 
villages and on the islands.  

Interviews In-depth interviewing (more open-ended) 
Key informant (semi-structured interview) 

Data used to understand changes, and 
adaptation to these changes in the area over 
a period of time. 
Information concerning formal adaptation and 
development efforts in the area.  Data also 
helped to understand interactions with the 
formal authorities the community interacts 
with.  

Focus group 
discussion 

Facilitated group discussions.  Data used to understand new topics emerging 
during the course of the discussion, due to 
diverse viewpoints. Also confirmed issues 
raised in earlier individual interviews. 

Field observations 

Direct observations in the field verified information collected during interviews and 
obtain a physical overview of the area. In Nepal, interviews were conducted in the 
respondent’s home, while the topography of the area meant that a long journey was 
often required. However, this proved helpful, as it was an opportunity to become 
familiar with the area and make observations regarding, for example, the structure 
of houses, their location, and the location of water sources. Photographs were taken 
during these visits. The trek to sites in Solukhumbu and my en route stays at lodges 
allowed me to observe the facilities at a location and ask respondents about them 
during the interview. In particular, I was able to observe differences in living 
conditions in post-earthquake Nepal. Some houses had been fully repaired, while 
others had only been partly rebuilt. Lack of money and high costs were indicated as 
reasons for delays. Invitations to have a cup of tea in people’s homes and a marriage 
celebration (in Ingla) also helped me observe and understand the community’s 
attitude to the administrative apparatus, as well as their hopes and aspirations for 
themselves and the village. 

In the Maldives, walks with my gatekeeper were an opportunity to observe 
environmental damage to beaches. Evenings were spent in the local café (Kudafari) 
talking to young men who came to smoke and chat. In Maafushi, walks along the 
harbour and near the bikini beach area allowed me to observe the presence and 
absence of groups of males and females. In Maafushi, informal evening walks with 
the research assistant, and her thoughts on the place and tourism helped me 
understand the context better – if not entirely. During these informal conversations, 
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I was able to understand better why the  bikini beach had been torn down by women, 
and her views concerning the incident.  

At all sites, although short, the period of participant observation proved to be an 
important tool for observing the dynamics between members of the community at 
social gatherings, and facilitating focus group discussions. Participant observation, 
as a tool, allows one to grasp non-verbal interactions and reactions of community 
members, and achieve a holistic understanding of the context (Dewalt and Dewalt, 
2002). A major advantage is that it helps build trust with respondents (Waddington, 
2004). For example, living in the villages in Nepal, and having Nepali ancestry and 
knowledge of the language proved useful as I was invited to participate (although 
as an outsider) in many social gatherings. I was able to observe group dynamics in 
the village and confirm various issues that arose during interviews. In Ingla, I was 
also able to contribute to some of the daily family chores, which enabled me to get 
a closer look at livelihoods in the village and observe gender-based divisions of 
labour. But, above all, it helped develop trust.  

In the Maldives, acting as a researcher and facilitator during focus group discussions 
helped me observe interactions and group dynamics. This also gave me an insight 
into community bonds, while their loss was mentioned by many respondents during 
in-depth interviews.  

On most occasions, my observations were penned after the interview or in the 
evening on the same day. This was done in an attempt to keep the interviews as 
informal as possible, so that the interviewee felt comfortable when narrating. All 
these techniques are used in formal and casual observational data collection 
activities (Yin, 2009).  

At the same time, observations can be biased and I acknowledge this in this thesis. 
I have tried to acknowledge my own biases, as a researcher with Nepali ancestry 
and Buddhist beliefs, by being self-reflexive and aware of my position both as an 
insider and outsider. “By acknowledging one’s background and identity (being self-
reflexive) one can be critically subjective and use this subjectivity in the inquiry 
process” (Reason, 1988, quoted in Maxwell, 2013). My ancestry and knowledge of 
the language in Nepal proved to be useful in gaining access, building trust and being 
more sensitive to local customs and rituals. In particular, this enabled me to better-
understand traditional ways of doing things and the religious reasons given for the 
protection and use of some natural resources. I expand on my background and 
potential biases in the section on self-reflexivity in the latter half of this chapter.  

Interviews 

Interviews with respondents (except key informants) were unstructured. They were 
encouraged to narrate the changes they had seen since their childhood or relate what 
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they could recall. This allowed them to talk about changes in their livelihoods and 
how they had responded to them. These unstructured interviews allowed me, as a 
researcher, to have a fluid interaction with the respondent and offered them the 
narrative freedom to describe the changes they had seen in their lifetime (Douglas, 
1985). Initial questions were open-ended, and based on semi-structured themes. As 
the interview progressed, topics related to adaptation were probed in more detail 
with follow-up questions. This provided a glimpse of their lifestyle, the hardships 
they had endured, their livelihood and aspirations, while also allowing me to include 
other topics of interest (Scheibelhofer, 2008). Details of the interviews are provided 
in Appendices I and II. 

In-depth interviewing provides the researcher with multiple interpretations and 
perspectives of the phenomena being investigated, along with explanations and 
understandings of the lived cultural experience (Legard et al., 2003). This deeper 
understanding and narrative freedom also helped in understanding conflicts 
described in the interviews on subjects such as the use of environmental resources, 
tourism, religion, etc. 

Interviews with key informants elaborated on topics that had emerged during the in-
depth interviews. Semi-structured interviews were used, as the scope is narrower 
and questions are more specific. Some key informants were community members 
holding a special position, for example, the Nawa in Khumjung, or the island council 
officer in Kudafari. Other key informants were not community members, but held 
an official position and lived with the community. One example was a police officer 
posted at Khumjung.  

The two types of interviews complemented each other, and helped build a rich, 
picture of the issues. For example, a buffer zone committee member (a Sherpa) 
noted that everyone, including Sherpas, had cut down trees following the 
earthquake. His account contrasted with the dominant narrative from interviewees 
who blamed outsiders for depleting local resources. It also enabled exploration and 
verification. For instance, understanding the issues discussed in the in-depth 
interviews helped to both expand upon, and verify issues common to interviews 
with key informants, and vice versa.  

Focus group discussions 

Unplanned focus group discussions were held on several occasions when 
interviewing a respondent. This unexpected turn of events occurred when two or 
three people gathered together and voiced their opinion about an issue that had 
initially proved problematic. It was a difficult situation to handle, as the intended, 
individual in-depth interview could not be conducted. Details of such focus group 
discussions are provided in Appendix III. 
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Nonetheless, I saw this development as an opportunity, and tried to use my abilities 
as a researcher to ask appropriate questions. However, the unplanned nature of the 
discussion made it difficult to maintain the focus on the topic of interest. This was 
overcome by asking and elaborating on a few basic questions that allowed 
participants to answer in multiple ways and accommodate more views, avoiding 
distracting disagreements (Puchta and Potter, 1999). It proved useful as many 
issues, notably concerning gender, values and the problems the community faced, 
emerged. For example, the tradition of women working together in the Maldives, or 
the issue of feeling of working in a jail when employed by a resort facility, were 
noted by ex-employees at Maafushi. These findings redirected my literature search 
to the topics of gender and adaptation, and write Paper V on the unequal 
consequences of adaptation.  

In sum, these focus groups served as a useful adjunct to individual interviews. A 
deeper understanding of new topics emerged, and issues raised in earlier individual 
interviews were revisited. The face-to-face interactions of participants provided an 
insight into group dynamics, new issues to be raised and challenged, and offered an 
opportunity to verify information from other sources (Henninck, 2013). On average, 
the number of participants in these discussions did not exceed seven. 

Data analysis 

Interview Analysis  

The data analysis started during the fieldwork, where notes were taken during 
interviews and after conversations with research assistants. This process captured 
relevant issues for further probing (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Climate emerged as 
only one of several changes described by respondents. This analysis helped direct 
the subsequent literature review towards a broader conceptualisation of adaptation, 
extending to themes that were not climate focussed. Both initial and later analyses 
(coding the interviews) progressively improved the focus of the thesis. 

The narrative accounts collected during interviews were subject to a thematic 
analysis. The themes that emerged concerned adaptation, livelihoods and problems 
faced by different groups of people. These themes were also informed by the 
literature that was reviewed in the initial stages of my research, which helped to 
construct the interview guide. The thematic analysis identified additional concepts 
and new relationships, and progressively refined the focus of my work.  

All of the interviews and focus group discussions were transcribed and translated 
into English. The transcriptions were coded to identify categories for later 
comparison. The analysis began with open coding of the interview data, which 
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provided insights that identified relevant data. Next, categories were developed and 
named using in vivo codes (Saldana, 2015). During coding,  topics were merged into 
broader categories and sub-categories were created. For instance, livelihood was 
identified as a broad category, with two sub-categories: past livelihood and present 
livelihood. Coding involves the researcher taking a step back, and analysing the raw 
data to arrive at a higher-level abstraction. The process relates categories and sub-
categories and creates a dense description of causal conditions, a phenomenon, the 
context, intervening conditions, actions and interactions, strategies and 
consequences (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).  

A cross comparison of categories revealed several themes, which proved seminal in 
understanding the topics relevant to the research presented in the papers included in 
this thesis. For example, the categories of ‘resource use’ and ‘conflict in the 
community’ helped to develop the idea that the process of adaptation can be 
conflictual. These topics were also informed by other literature, memos and 
annotations that served as the “sensitizing concept” when the results were written 
up (Charmaz, 2003). The process ended with a “tentative generalisation rather, not 
universal statements” (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007, p. 52). 

Understanding the issues that emerged from the thematic analysis required going 
beyond what respondents were saying, to understand how they were portraying 
themselves and why. For instance, in the Maldives, women talked about the 
multitude of activities they had undertaken in the past, highlighting the sense of 
purposefulness and hard work. They had constructed drainage pipes, built a school 
and cleaned the islands, and their narration reflected their pride in their work. 
Another example concerned a female respondent who narrated a story of getting lost 
at sea and finding her way back on her own. These examples highlight that the act 
of storytelling is not simply about telling, but rather doing – by a storyteller who 
wants to portray a certain self or identity (Riessman and Quinney, 2005). An 
analysis akin to performative analysis (p. 5) proved useful in getting a better sense 
of what mobility meant for women on the two islands in the Maldives (Paper V). 
This kind of analysis analyses discourse production in terms of performance 
(Crowhurst and Emslie, 2018). Although a performative analysis, as such, was not 
carried out, analysing the interviews and listening to interview recordings helped 
understand the ‘self’ that was portrayed by the respondent talking to the researcher 
(Crowhurst, 2015). While this analysis was not pre-planned, as issues of gender and 
inequality emerged it became necessary, if not obvious, to go beyond the issues that 
emerged from the thematic analysis and understand what the respondent was trying 
to convey. 

Like interviews, focus group discussions were transcribed and coded. However, in 
this case, the analysis started during the fieldwork itself. For example, the problem 
of animals attacking food crops in Ingla was identified as a problem for the upper 
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ward that was geographically located near the forest. Such analyses guided later 
interviews and steered more in-depth discussions of relevant issues. 

Document analysis 

For both countries, relevant sections of documents such as the National Program of 
Adaptation (NAPA), the Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC), and 
the Human Development Report were analysed. Document analysis is a systematic 
procedure for reviewing documents pertaining to a qualitative case study (Bowen, 
2009). It includes “skimming (superficial examination), reading (through 
examination), and interpretation” (p. 32). For this thesis, skimming identified 
relevant passages, which were then read thoroughly, abstracted and coded, along 
with interviews with government officials. This additional step made it possible to 
carry out an intra- and inter- comparison of codes, draw out themes common to all 
data and interpret them. 

This analysis provided supplementary information about the intentions and 
strategies of the government in relation to adaptation. It highlighted their stance on 
issues that were mentioned during interviews and observation, and helped to 
understand and verify why interviewees were unhappy. For example, the NAPA and 
INDC document analysis showed that most adaptation plans focused on building 
infrastructure. In the case of the Maldives this concerned coastal infrastructure, 
which was noted by some NGO representatives and respondents as being harmful 
for the islands.  

Finally, the document analysis informed the Papers (part of the Kappa) by 
presenting the government’s standpoint, along with interviews from government 
officials. In particular, it made it possible to probe conflicts between government 
goals, and others between the people and the government, which partially 
contributed to paper IV (on conflicts).  

Potential biases in the selection of documents and incomplete information were 
compensated for by using multiple sources of data. Moreover, documents were used 
only as supplementary material and to grasp the official position of the government.  

Analysis of observational field notes  

Field notes taken during periods of observation were not coded and categorised. 
Rather, they were used to confirm information mentioned during interviews and, in 
some cases, contributed to the design of subsequent interviews. Some interesting 
observations included the barring of the bikini beach in Maafushi, the use of 
traditional toilets in Khumjung, and the hanging of churpee (an edible dairy product) 
in houses in Ingla. These observations were investigated in more depth in 
subsequent interviews and provided insights. For example, in Maafushi, it 
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highlighted power relations when deciding how to use the land. In Khumjung, the 
use of traditional toilets helped to understand how the reintroduction of old methods 
combatted the problem of a lack of manure and water. In Ingla, observation of 
hanging churpee in most houses visited demonstrated that selling dairy products 
was an important source of income. 

Credibility and dependability 

This section describes my research process aimed to facilitate assessment of the 
credibility and dependability of my thesis. Trustworthiness, in qualitative studies, 
refers to the “correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, 
interpretation, or other sort of account” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 122). Quantitative 
methods used to evaluate reliability or generalisability are difficult to apply to 
qualitative interviews (Shenton, 2004; Morrow, 2005), and were not the intention 
of this thesis. The concept of dependability is more relevant to qualitative research, 
as reliability does not concern the accuracy of measurements (Stenbacka, 2001). In 
this thesis, the audit trail (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) serves as an indicator of 
reliability or dependability. Specifically, I explicitly outline the chronological order 
of interviews, I record my biases in the note on self-reflexivity, the analysis and 
justification of the methods used are noted in the Methodology section of this thesis 
and in each paper. This serves two purposes. First, it allows a future researcher to 
repeat the work (although not with the aim to achieve the same result). Secondly, it 
allows reviewers to assess its effectiveness and appropriateness.   

My stays in the villages and on the two islands during the data collection phase 
ensured prolonged engagement (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). It also built trust, 
particularly in Nepal, which I visited twice. There, I contributed to household chores 
(for example, I was allowed to enter the kitchen and even cook for the family 
members with whom I was staying) or plough the fields. The development of such 
trust helps to facilitate the co-construction of knowledge between the researcher and 
respondents in the field (ibid). During my second visit to Nepal I interacted with the 
same interviewees. This facilitated a deeper engagement with the site and its 
participants, who were more at ease, and remembered issues that were discussed in 
the earlier round of interviews. This familiarity also reduced my dependence on my 
research assistant. In Khumjung, my knowledge of the views of Sherpas regarding 
people from the Oul was useful when talking to respondents from the Oul  during 
the second round of interviews. In the Maldives, my engagement with locals and 
personal observations made me conscious of how I dressed, and I ensured that I was 
clothed appropriately. 
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Data were collected from multiple sources. Although this facilitated a diversity of 
interpretations, the analyses revealed patterns. The use of multiple data sources was 
not consistent with the aim of arriving at one interpretation. In other words, the 
objective was not triangulation in the traditional sense (where the aim is to validate 
and generalize the discovery, and generate more in-depth knowledge) (Flick, 2004). 
In this thesis, the aim was to gather diverse perspectives rather than arrive at a 
conclusion. Triangulation was used to justify and gather new insights rather than to 
validate (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). Multiple sources and multiple methods 
allowed a “rich picture of attitudes, needs and behaviour to emerge” (Shenton, 
2004). In terms of sources,  respondents ranged from community members, to key 
informants (who may or may not be part of the community) and gatekeepers. 

Peer review (see the included Papers) provided critical feedback, particularly in 
presenting the methodology and sharpening the research questions.  

I also provide a great deal of background about the sites (both in the Papers and in 
the thesis). The aim is to help the reader to understand the backdrop for the events 
described, and show that the study is founded on sound knowledge about the 
context. Furthermore, the results of each Paper are described in detail, as is the 
research process and justifications for the methods used. This highlights the 
methodological coherence (Morse et al., 2002) of the work.  

Self-reflection 

As a researcher, I am aware that perspectives are shaped by the experience of the 
observer in the field, and that a researcher participates in the making of meaning, 
rather than being a passive methodological instrument. There is a need to 
demonstrate “critical subjectivity” (Reason, 1988) and support the conceptual 
foundations of the research (Maxwell, 2013). Critical subjectivity  requires the 
researcher to avoid frivolous judgments and use bias to their advantage. In Nepal, 
my knowledge of the language and ethnic background (close to the Sherpa’s) meant 
that I was able to negotiate my position in the field. I oscillated between a person 
who has a close affinity with Nepal and who is familiar with the country’s traditions 
and, at the same time, a researcher who wanted to understand more about a foreign 
country. Self-reflection is not self-indulgent, it is rather an attempt to explain how I 
conducted ethically- sound research (Kobayashi, 2003). Finally, it fosters self-
awareness (Rennie, 2004).  

I was born in India to a family with ethnic roots in Nepal. I practise Buddhism and 
can speak Nepali. This affinity helped me understand the Sherpa’s religious 
traditions. In most cases, I was able to communicate better in Nepal than the 
Maldives as I spoke the language.   
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The academic and research experience gained during my Masters in Development 
Studies partly fuelled my interest in community-related research, and my 
understanding of community issues at the local level. When in the field, I 
consciously tried to collect heterogeneous accounts of experiences of change. The 
experience of outsiders from the Oul, and the gender issues described in the Papers 
are examples of this effort.  

Jazeel and McFarlane (2007) note that it is important to go beyond viewing people 
and places as ‘cases’. I attempt to do this by acknowledging that respondents and 
research assistants are not information repositories, but rather agents who construct 
their own understanding of adaptation. Without the informal talks and discussions 
with my research assistants, I would not have been able to get the same, in-depth 
understanding of an issue.  

Interviewing is an interactional process where stories are constructed and negotiated 
(Collins, 1998). According to Redman and Mills (2015, p. 6) “data generated and 
analysed in partnership with co researchers is less likely to be forced into a particular 
theoretical position by a researcher [..] allowing authentic process of research 
inquiry”. At times, interviewees’ views on issues such as the position of women in 
society or the way they should dress were contrary to mine; at other times, they 
provided information that was not required. In many instances, I made what Sultana 
(2007, p. 380) calls a patriarchal bargain (dressing in a particular way or not 
revealing my views) in order to avoid offending my respondent and complete the 
interview.  

Thus, I was able to negotiate my position in the field and navigate my way as a 
female researcher raised in an urban setting, who shares an ethnic affiliation with 
rural Nepal. In the following section, I briefly outline my ethical stance on my 
experience in the field and how it guided the research process.  

Ethics 

Ethical considerations were strictly observed during the entire process, especially 
data collection. Prior informed consent was obtained from all respondents, who 
agreed to be recorded and photographed. Respondents decided whether to accept or 
decline the invitation (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004). Additionally, it was made clear 
that the purpose of the work was academic research, and not affiliated with any 
NGO. Confidentiality is another important ethical issue, especially if publication of 
the research will stigmatise or harm respondents (Baez, 2002). Consequently, oral 
consent was obtained to publish the contents of interviews, especially those 
involving key informants. Respondent anonymity is maintained in all Papers as 
some of the issues discussed were deemed to be politically sensitive. One of the 
reviewers of Paper V asked me to publish the names and religious affiliation of 
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respondents but I refused, arguing that was unethical and could reveal the identity 
of an interviewee. In Nepal, formal written permission was obtained from the Forest 
Department to conduct interviews in Khumjung, due to its location within the 
Sagarmatha National Park.  
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Background to the case studies 

This chapter presents the context for the changes observed in the studied 
communities. The rationale is not to present a chronology of events, but rather to 
use specific events to exemplify the connections between micro- and macro-level 
processes. This approach emphasizes both present connections and their historical 
roots. It also highlights how they have shaped current vulnerabilities, exposing the 
local environment to different risks.  

The aim is to familiarise the reader with the role of these global processes in shaping 
present-day adaptation in the Maldives and Nepal. I begin with the opening-up of 
the Maldivian and Nepalese economies, notably the development of cardamom 
farming and tourism. Next, I highlight that these micro–macro interactions are not 
limited to economics but also include social, cultural and environmental changes. 
This complex combination of changes has shaped vulnerabilities in both countries. 
Finally, I conclude by describing the livelihood shocks resulting from these macro–
micro connections.  

Shaping adaptation in a networked world 

Respondents noted changes related to the monetization of the economy, livelihoods, 
their physical environment, the weather, community bonds, resource depletion and 
culture. Understanding adaptation to these changes, at the community level, requires 
understanding how they are embedded in global processes.  

Opening-up of the economy in Nepal and the Maldives 

One of the major drivers connecting the micro to the macro, in the context of Nepal 
and the Maldives, has been the expansion of the global capitalist economy, 
facilitated by neoliberal policies. An important part of this expansion has been better 
political integration, with the promotion of international standards and mandates 
such as human rights, good governance, and the liberal democratic agenda 
(Lockwood, 2004).  
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Both countries have made structural adjustments to their economies to encourage 
the international flow of capital, and opened up their borders to the outside world. 
In the following, I describe their integration into global processes: the expansion of 
tourism and cardamom production in Nepal, and fishing and tourism in the case of 
the Maldives. I also describe how this integration has created vulnerabilities and 
increased the risk of shocks.   

Economic, political, cultural and environmental changes in Nepal 

Nepal opened its doors to the outside world with the fall of the medieval feudalism 
exercised by the Rana dynasty in the 1950s (Bista, 1991). This was followed by 
development planning financed by international aid, particularly in the area of 
infrastructure development such as road and air networks. However, it remained a 
poor country with 90% of its population dependent on agriculture until the late 
1970s (Stevens, 1993). It became clear that growth alone would not suffice, and the 
issue of poverty had to be addressed. The idea was promoted by many international 
organizations, such as the World Bank, the OECD and the United Nations (Khadka, 
1998, p. 148). It was not until the 1990s that the Nepalese economy became more 
deeply integrated into global markets, as the country increasingly moved towards a 
market-oriented economy (Pant, 2005). Economic liberalization in 1991 and the 
flow of international aid were major drivers of better integration (MacLellan et al., 
2000; Karkee and Comfort, 2016).  

Political instability has characterized Nepal’s history. It has seen the fall of the Rana 
dynasty, the centralization of power by the monarch (until about 1990), a protracted 
civil war (1996–2006), and the development of the constitution (2008–2015) 
(Nightingale, 2017, p. 14). There has been a rise in identity politics, where political 
representation is based on cultural identity, shaped by caste, class, gender, ethnicity 
and geography (ibid). The changing political climate has reconfigured power 
relations and, in turn, the control and use of resources. Marginalized communities 
took advantage of the opening-up of democratic spaces, beginning with the 
multiparty system in 1990, to make claims of their own (Lawoti, 2007, p. 18). The 
peace process was supported by United Nations’ agencies and India, which wielded 
significant political influence (Von Einsiedel et al., 2012, p. 3). It has also been 
argued that increasing foreign aid prolonged the centralization of power under the 
monarch (the panchayat system) before the multiparty system came into being 
(Chadda, 2000, p. 122). 

Amidst these changes, tourism, along with manufacturing, emerged as a major 
contributor to the economy (Kernot, 2006, p. 298). At a global level, international 
agencies supported efforts to create a tourism industry in Less Developed Countries 
(Sathiendrakumar and Tisdell, 1989, p. 259). Tourism and travel contributed 7.5% 
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of the country’s GDP in 2016; this figure is expected to grow to 8.3% by 2027 
(World Travel and Tourism Council, 2017, p. 1).  

Trekking, or what is popularly known as adventure tourism, burgeoned with the first 
ascent of Mount Everest. Fees collected for treks to the country’s summits 
contribute 73% of royalties received (Nepal Tourism Statistics, 2015). Growth has 
been fuelled by the opening-up of borders and the Lukla airstrip (built by the Hillary 
foundation). In 1964, there were 20 trekkers; this had grown to more than 20,000 
by 1999 (National Tourism Statistics, 2017) and 34,412 in 2014/15 (Nepal Tourism 
Statistics, 2016). The geographical proximity of the village of Khumbu to Mount 
Everest has encouraged trekking tourism, and created an alternative way to make a 
living. Historically, Sherpas engaged in cross-border trade with Tibet (Fürer 
Haimendorf, 1975). This ended with the closure of the border and the replacement 
of the barter system with a cash-based system. Consequently, many Sherpa migrated 
to Darjeeling, where there were employment opportunities in mountaineering 
(Stevens, 1993; Ortner, 1999). Post-1951, the face of tourism changed; major 
developments included setting up tourism boards and Nepal’s membership of the 
World Tourism Organization (Dhakal, 2013). 

Tourism has impacted the country’s well-being. Human poverty indexes in its 
eastern region are lower than the national average. At the same time, between 2001 
and 2010, human development indexes increased faster than any other region (Nepal 
Human Development Report, 2014, p. 17). Studies have shown that although 
globalization has increased incomes, at the same time, increased migration has 
increased the burden on women, children and the elderly (Aryal et al., 2016). 

Tourism not only provides economic opportunities but also creates demand for 
services. Destination countries have had to develop innovative marketing and 
distribution systems (Wall and Matheison, 2006). In the case of Nepal, tourism has 
brought commercial activities to remote regions equipped with a bare minimum of 
infrastructure (Shreshtha and Shreshtha, 2012).  

Trekking tourism has been seminal in changing the social, cultural and 
environmental landscape (Steven, 1993; MacLellan et al., 2000; Fürer-Hamendorf, 
1984). Spoon’s (2011) study of the Sagarmatha National Park highlights a shift in 
the thinking of Sherpas, which has moved from “spiritual and agro-pastoralist 
socioeconomic values to more tourism-centered economic logic” (p. 657). 

This is not to imply that the Sherpa have been a victim of globalization, as this would 
suggest a monolithic, subservient relationship between local and global flows, and 
oversimplify what are complex interactions (Lockwood, 2004, p. 6). Moreover, the 
Sherpa themselves have made changes to attract tourism (Nepal, 2015). Tourism 
has brought economic opportunities, resulting from increased demand for tourism-
related jobs such as cooks, mountain guides and porters (MacLellan et al., 2000). 
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This has, in turn, led to other forms of employment such as building guest houses, 
hotels and restaurants (ibid). The Khumbu Sherpa have reoriented their livelihoods 
– from subsistence agro-pastoralism and trade in primary products such as salt and 
wool – to commercial tourism (Steven, 1993). This is part of what has been called 
“cultural competence” (Nepal, 2015, p. 258), namely taking advantage of the 
opportunities offered by tourism by oscillating between traditional and western 
ways, resulting in a hybrid, cosmopolitan local culture. 

Tourism and environmental degradation in Nepal 

Tourism’s impact on the natural environment has been a major concern. The 
Sagarmatha National Park (SNP) and its buffer zone (see glossary) were set up to 
conserve biodiversity and promote the livelihoods of local communities2. The Park 
exists alongside the Community Forest programme. The latter has been cited as an 
example of best practice with respect to decentralization and good governance, as 
villagers control how the forest is used (Nightingale, 2006, p. 173).  

Although the link between logging and tourism has not been clearly established, the 
latter has exacerbated the use of wood for fuel (Stevens, 1993). A lack of regulation 
regarding tourism development in mountain areas is blamed on a lack of institutional 
capacity. Furthermore, tourism has been accused of creating conflicts between 
locals and authorities, especially in relation to the establishment of the national park 
(MacLellan et al., 2000). These conflicts are often intertwined with issues related to 
ethnicity, gender, caste and class, which have had a significant influence on 
environmental management (Nightingale, 2011, p. 173). 

Similarly, Community Forest user groups have been accused of elitism, a lack of 
transparency and corruption (Malla, 2001; Bhattarai et al., 2002; Dahal and 
Chapagain, 2008). This is mainly because claims over the forest are influenced by 
local politics, the caste system, ethnicity, gender and age. In particular, final 
authority lies with the district Forest Ranger (Nightingale, 2006). There are 
currently 18,960 Community Forest user groups, and these forests constitute 26% 
of the total forested area (Community Forestry Bulletin, 2015). The villages of 
Buksa, Kengma and Ingla are part of the programme.  

                                                      
2 The village of Khumjung is within the Park. The model was borrowed from the United States, and 

imported into many developing countries under the banner of sustainable tourism development. It 
is based on the dual principles of ensuring the long-term viability of tourism and protecting the 
natural environment (Nepal, 1997). 
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Cardamom farming in Ilam 

Cash crops are a key element of the liberalization and decentralization agenda. 
Another initiative seeks to promote reforestation where hills have been cleared for 
cereal production (Takahatake, 2001). Agriculture is a major contributor to Nepal’s 
GDP and, although dominated by cereal production, there has been a steady increase 
in cash crops (Rijal, 2014). Cardamom is a prime example, along with fruit, 
vegetables, coffee, tea and oil seeds. The district of Ilam is a leading cardamom 
producer, with 90% of the crop going to India (Sony and Upreti, 2017, p. 2) and the 
village of Ingla falls under its administration. 

Cardamom is grown under the shade of alder trees (uttis in Nepali) and has replaced 
many food crops due to its high market value (Rijal, 2014). Although cash crops 
such as cardamom have been shown to rapidly increase income, at the same time a 
fall in production can rapidly degrade livelihoods (Sony and Upreti, 2017). 
Recently, disease (Khadka, 2011), climate change (Rijal, 2014), and land 
degradation have reduced production, exacerbated by a lack of institutional support 
(Sony and Upreti, 2017).  

Furthermore, people living in such areas are more politically and economically 
isolated than others, increasing their livelihood vulnerability (Gentle and Maraseni, 
2012). Volatility in cash crop prices, tied to external markets, is another risk factor 
(Takahatake, 2001, p. 143). These factors have had an adverse impact on the 
livelihood of communities, which have struggled to afford to educate their children 
following a decline in their main source of income (ibid).  

Economic, political, cultural and environmental changes in the Maldives 

The Maldives had limited trade relations with no control over its own foreign affairs 
and defence under British patronage that lasted from 1887 to the 1960s (Phadnis 
and Luithui, 1981). From the 1960s onwards, the ebb and flow in the country’s 
political and economic landscape coincided with a major phase of social and 
economic transformation (Fulu, 2014). This period saw its active participation in 
the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund and the Asian Development 
Bank (Phadnis and Luithui, 1981), in addition to the transition from a sultanate to a 
republic (although seeds of this had been sown during the sultanate itself) (Maloney, 
1976). 

This economic transition is reflected in two, key sectors: fishing and tourism. 
Changes in these sectors are important in this thesis, as they dominate livelihoods 
in the islands selected for study. 

Before the 1960s, the Maldives economy was based on fishing, with Sri Lanka as 
its main export partner. Fish exports were mostly dried, salted and smoked skipjack 
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tuna, known as ‘Maldive fish’. Later, a trade embargo by Sri Lanka drove a need 
for foreign exchange, strengthening the case for attracting foreign capital to the 
fishery and tourism sectors (World Bank, 1980). As a consequence, the fishing 
industry was increasingly commercialized;  changes  included the export of wet fish, 
the mechanization of boats, the use of Fish Aggregating Devices (see glossary), and 
the export of canned tuna and shark fin (the latter was later banned) (Adam et al., 
2003). Adoption of these methods increased fish production from 30–40,000 metric 
tonnes in the 1970s, to 80,000 in 1990, 120,000 in 2000, and around 185,000 in the 
record years of 2005 and 2006 (FAO, 2016). Currently, the sector is a major 
employer, a major exporter and a major source of food for the local market (World 
Bank, 2016).  

With respect to tourism, the Maldives was only exposed to international tourism in 
1970s, starting with enclave (resort) tourism (Kumar and Tisdell, 1989). In 2008, 
the ‘one island one resort’ policy was relaxed, which allowed locals to own guest 
houses in inhabited islands (Shahida et al., 2015). Maafushi (part of the case study) 
was the first island to establish a local guesthouse; it also has a ‘bikini beach’ to 
attract foreign tourists. Tourism generates one third of government revenue (World 
Travel and Tourism Council, 2015) and arrivals have increased from 1,097 in 1972 
(Tourism Year Book, 2011) to 1,234,248 in 2015 (Tourism Year Book, 2015). This 
has led to an increase in imported goods required to maintain tourism services 
(Kundur, 2012). The increased capacity of resorts, the development of air services 
and government-supported promotional packages have been seminal in attracting 
foreign capital (ibid).  

At the same time, interactions with locals have triggered religious concerns. One 
way to assuage these concerns was to develop tourism away from the local 
population and control it, in the form of a ‘quality tourism’ project under President 
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom (Scheyvens, 2011). Although presented as an effort to 
protect the environment and keep Maldivians away from ‘cultural pollution’, it was 
accused of maintaining a monopoly over the islands, leading to corruption (ibid). 
The practice of leasing out islands to private individuals dates back to the sultanate 
period, when land was leased to earn income (Maloney, 1976). Concerns have also 
been raised about the impact of tourism on the local community, notably 
disturbances to family stability and appropriating community assets such as coral 
reefs and land (Zubair et al., 2011, p. 228).  

In the Maldives, both tourism and fishing are male dominated. Social norms 
discourage women from working in resorts or tourism-related activities, resulting in 
a huge gap in participation in the labour market (Asian Development Bank, 2014). 
This contrasts with the country’s historical matrilineal tradition (Kulikov, 2014). 
Economic and political change has had a negative effect on the gender equation 
(Faizal, 2005). 
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Tourism and environmental degradation 

Concerns about environmental degradation loom large, along with issues of 
irresponsible consumption, increasing waste, beach erosion and the destruction of 
reefs. Waste disposal has become a major issue, with resorts producing more solid 
waste than the Maldivian average (Brown et al., 1997), leading to untreated sewage 
being dumped into the sea. This is extremely harmful for coral growth and leads to 
algal bloom.  

Other concerns relate to the increase in construction, climate change adaptation to 
tackle sea level rise and policies to reduce population pressure on inhabited islands, 
particularly the biggest island, Malé. Harbour development, creation of coastal 
defences, creating artificial islands has led to sand mining. Inadequate 
environmental impact assessments have added to these environmental concerns 
(Zubair et al., 2011), with poor public participation attributed to socio-economic and 
political barriers (Zuhair and Kurian, 2016). Although strategies have been put in 
place, degradation continues despite environmental regulations (ibid).  

Climate change concerns in Nepal and the Maldives 

There is mounting international concern regarding climate change in LLMDC and 
SIDS, including Nepal and the Maldives. Temperature data indicates that both 
countries have legitimate concerns. Their efforts to adapt to, and mitigate these 
changes can be seen in NAPA and INDC reports. These reports map out adaptation 
priorities, and call for increased financing to achieve intended targets. 
Technological and infrastructure solutions dominate in both cases.  

In Nepal, there is an emphasis on mainstreaming climate change adaptation plans 
into development policy at national and local level. The INDC (2016) prioritises 
technical solutions that include extending the rail network, and promoting private 
sector investment and climate-friendly technology. There is also a local plan for the 
Khumbu region, known as the Khumbu Adaptation Plan. In this, emphasis has been 
given to vulnerability to natural hazards and their role in exacerbating climate 
change (Khumbu Local Adaptation Plan of Action, 2014, p. 24). At the same time, 
national policies have been accused of ignoring social justice issues such as gender 
concerns and power relations within communities (Nagoda, 2015; Nightingale, 
2017). The emphasis on biophysical hazards has been noted as a cause for concern, 
notably for depoliticizing the issues and neglecting community vulnerabilities 
(Kelman, 2014; Eriksen et al., 2015).  



58 

Exposure to shocks 

The embeddedness of the economies of countries such as the Maldives and Nepal 
has exposed them to fluctuations in global markets. The promotion of tourism as a 
tool to reduce poverty has been criticized for creating dependency (Spenceley and 
Meyer, 2012; Nepal, 1997). Globalization has been accused of increasing the 
vulnerability of mountain livelihoods to market-driven production and consumption 
processes as traditional livelihoods have been abandoned (Jodha, 2005). 

In the Maldives, the increasing focus on tourism has decreased agricultural activity 
and increased dependency on imported food. It is estimated that country produces 
less than a tenth of its food requirements (Maldives Human Development Report, 
2014). It has also increased fuel dependency, resulting in increased exposure to the 
vagaries of global fuel prices (Alphen et al., 2006). Despite increased wealth and 
less poverty, vulnerability has increased at the national level. Adaptation, in the 
form of political and economic structures, has increased disparities. An increase in 
tourism employment has failed to cater to the needs of young people and women 
(Maldives Human Development Report, 2014). This, in turn, has been linked to an 
increase in divisive politics, gender-based violence and drug abuse (Fulu, 2014). 
Paradoxically, there has also been an escalation in both non-secular voices and 
religious conservatism, with the advent of the freedom of speech and expression 
afforded by the rise of a multiparty democracy (Bonofer, 2010). 

It is against this backdrop that local-level adaptation to change needs to be viewed, 
and the consequences of adaptation for risk need to be understood.  
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Empirical contributions  

In this chapter, I present the main findings of my papers. Each contributes, in turn, 
to answering the research questions. I commence with the question of how 
communities have adapted, and describe the different processes that have been 
adopted. Next, I describe the main livelihoods that these adaptive processes 
contribute to. This leads to my second research question, which involves describing 
the main consequences of these processes. Details of the findings, supported by 
examples drawn from the cases studied are given in Papers I–V, indicated by 
references in brackets.  

Adaptive processes  

Comprehending how communities have adapted to risk becomes indispensable 
when attempting to understand the consequences of this process. Although all five 
papers discuss adaptive processes, some deal with the topic at greater length (Papers 
I and II).  

The fieldwork revealed that people have adapted to changes in their immediate 
environment (Figure 4). These adaptive processes address risks related to 
livelihoods and can be divided into thirteen, interrelated categories: mobility, 
design, extensification, intensification, diversification, storing, rationing, restoring, 
pooling, exchange, innovation, rediscovery and re-evaluation. They differ in terms 
of whether they address risk directly or indirectly. First order processes reduce risks 
directly by changing the landscape, the application of technology, adjusting 
production and consumption, conserving resources, and sharing and trading. Second 
order processes reduce risk indirectly by changing or inventing new means 
(innovation and rediscovery) as required by first order processes. Finally, third order 
processes (re-evaluation) influence the goals of other adaptive processes, for 
instance by adjusting aspirations and expectations to shape risk priorities (Paper I).  
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Figure 4  
First, second and third order adaptive processes 

First order adaptive processes  

Mobility: In the studied areas, people moved from one place to another to reduce a 
particular risk or combination of risks. Mobility either involved a physical 
(permanent or seasonal) movement away from the source of the risk, or towards 
better opportunities (Paper I), particularly for employment and education (Papers I 
and III). Movement could take the form of a change of occupation, role, 
responsibilities, relations, freedom of choice or freedom to have different 
experiences (Paper V). For instance, for women in the Maldives (Paper V) mobility 
represented the capacity to access opportunities and choices that were not 
necessarily economic.  

Design: Strategizing the use of resources to reduce risk was a key adaptive process. 
This involved redesigning the landscape (e.g. changing land use to maximise yield 
and reduce risk related to poverty or hunger), or the introduction of artefacts to 
reduce risk  (e.g. redesigning houses after the earthquake) (Paper III). The aim was 
to increase income (commercialization) and tune livelihoods to market demands 
(Paper I). Another example comes from the Maldives, where landscapes were 
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designed to cope with environmental risks (Paper V), and innovative new tools  
(mechanized boats) had replaced traditional dhonis to increase the fish catch and 
reduce current and future risk related to livelihoods (Paper I). 

Extensification: Extensification involves increasing the productivity of a resource 
and reducing the risk of loss of income by having multiple sources of production in 
a geographical space. Examples include the geographical extension of tourism, in 
the form of lodges in Khumjung (Paper III) and developing multiple fishing grounds 
in Maafushi and Kudafaari (Paper I). the latter example highlights that 
extensification does not necessarily involve physically continuous areas, and can be 
spread out across spaces.  

Intensification: In the Maldives, the lack of physical space meant that efforts were 
being made to increase the yield from existing production areas (Paper I). 
Intensification contrasts with extensification, where sites are extended over a 
physical space to increase yield (Paper I). Examples include intensified land use 
based on organic manure to increase cardamom production and reduce the risk of 
pest attack in Ingla (Paper II), and the use of a fish aggregating device to increase 
the fish catch in the Maldives (Paper I). 

Diversification: In the past, communities engaged in a number of activities, which 
enabled them to disperse risk. Diversification involves engaging in multiple income-
generating activities, either in one or multiple sectors (Papers I and II).  The aim is 
not necessarily to increase income; it can involve growing different crops for 
personal consumption, as has traditionally been practiced in Nepal (Paper II and III). 

Storing: Communities often stored resources to reduce future risks. Resources 
included food, water, leaf litter, animal dung, fodder, etc. (Papers I and II). The aim 
was either to safeguard against unforeseen supply-side risk caused by market 
fluctuations (Paper I), or to create a buffer against a hazard or environmental 
conditions (Paper III). The risk-reducing nature of this adaptive process was 
particularly apparent in the aftermath of the earthquake in Nepal when food stores 
compensated for a lack of supply (Paper III).  

Rationing: This involves reducing the risk of resource scarcity by regulating its 
consumption (Paper I). It can be self-regulated or imposed by a public authority. 
Examples include the traditional Nawa system (see glossary) in Khumjung, where 
communally-accepted rules govern the use of natural resources; and, in the 
Maldives, banning unsustainable fishing techniques or the fishing of certain species 
(Papers II and IV). 

Pooling: Pooling was another common practice among communities. This goes 
beyond sharing resources, as it also involves sharing the burden of risk (Paper I). 
The most common example was the pooling of money among women in Ingla. This 
money could be loaned, or used to access loans from banks to start a small-scale 
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business (Paper II). It is also important to note that pooled resources are not always 
tangible and depend on the social network. An example of this comes from the 
Maldives, where women have historically pooled their human resources to carry out 
work related to their livelihood (Paper V). 

Exchange: This involves the exchange of vital resources across social groups (Paper 
I). In the past, the Sherpa bartered food with people from the Oul and Tibet, as a 
safeguard against the risk of hunger. Nowadays, goods are exchanged on the market 
(Paper II). This practice helps to reduce risks by allowing the community to sell 
produce that increases their income. Redistribution and reciprocity exist alongside 
the market system. An example of redistribution is the free distribution of grain at 
religious events in Khumjung, while reciprocity involves exchanging manual labour 
at important social occasions such as marriage and death (Paper I).  

Restoring: This reduces risk by restoring the use of previously-consumed vital 
resources. One example is restoring soil fertility through the use of traditional 
toilets, in the face of a lack of other sources of manure (Paper I). Another example 
is the replanting of trees in Ingla to provide shade for cardamom plants (Papers I 
and II). In the Maldives, coral is being restored on Kudafari island to encourage 
grouper fish to reproduce and pearl production (Paper I). 

Second order adaptive process 

Innovation: The greenhouse techniques used in Khumjung (Paper II) and improved 
fishing methods developed in the Maldives (Paper V) are examples of innovation. 
Innovation involves both coming up with new ways to adapt to a risk or/ and taking 
advantage of new opportunities. Examples include inventing new ways to safeguard 
resources either through developing new tools or using existing tools in new ways 
(Paper I).  

Rediscovery: This involves the reintroduction of old means to reduce new risks 
(Paper I). One example is restoring the use of traditional toilets in Khumjung to 
conserve water and reduce scarcity caused by flushing toilets. Another example is 
the reintroduction of thatch, not for personal use but as way to earn income through 
market exchange in Kudafaari (Paper V). A third example is the reuse of organic 
manure and abandoning the use of urea fertilizer to restore soil fertility in Ingla 
(Paper III).  

Third order adaptive processes 

Re-evaluation: This involves the re-evaluation of goals, aspirations, values and 
expectations (Papers I and IV). This is reflected in the fall in subsistence living 
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following a reduced focus on agricultural activities and an increase in high-income 
tourism activities both in the Maldives and Nepal (Paper I).  

These thirteen adaptive processes are consistent with those discussed in the 
literature. Examples include adaptive strategies (Agrawal, 2010), cultural 
responses to reduce risk (Halstead and O’Shea, 1989) and adaptive processes 
(Thornton and Manasfi, 2010). However, in this thesis and the associated papers, 
they are dealt with more in relation to risk and have been ordered into first, second 
and third order processes (Paper I). Although the fieldwork revealed many examples 
that are consistent with the categorizations offered in the literature, other exceptions 
were noted. The focus on risk reduction brought out some distinctions, notably 
between design, extensification, rediscovery and re-evaluation. Additionally, the 
division into first, second and third order processes extended the conceptualization 
of exchange beyond the market, to include reciprocity and redistribution. Although 
all thirteen processes have been used to different degrees over the years, there is a 
clear trajectory in the direction of specialization and commercialization (Paper II).  

Increasing specialization  

In this section, I describe how, despite the wide variety of adaptive processes, a clear 
temporal trajectory of specialization can be observed (Paper II).  

Historically, communities in Nepal and the Maldives engaged in multiple activities. 
Examples are spread across the five papers, but they are specifically addressed in 
Paper II (for Nepal) and parts of Paper V (for the Maldives). 

In the case of Nepal, this trajectory reflects a shift from multiple subsistence 
activities to tourism and commercial agriculture (Paper II). In the past, communities 
were more engaged in first order adaptive processes such as diversification, 
mobility, pooling, extensification, storing, and traditional rationing and exchange 
practices (Paper I). For instance, in Khumjung, people engaged in agro-pastoralism 
and traded mainly for subsistence purposes (Paper II). Mobility enabled the barter 
(exchange) of salt for meat and wool with Tibet, and other food items with people 
from the Oul (Papers II and III). Examples from the Maldives include the multiple 
work-related activities of women in the past (Paper V), notably the collection of 
resources from different islands, agricultural activities, construction work and fish 
processing (Paper V). Labour was pooled, which enabled some women to travel to 
work while others took care of domestic chores (Paper V). In all cases, physical 
movement (mobility) has historically enabled the collection of resources, resulting 
in multiple livelihood activities (diversification). 
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In the present, however, most activities are oriented around tourism (in Nepal, Paper 
II and the Maldives, Paper V). It is important to note that tourism began as one of 
the many livelihood activities carried out by communities. However, it soon took 
precedence, resulting in less and less diversification (Paper II). Even in the non-
tourist villages of Kengma and Buksa, which lie off the trekking route in Nepal, 
agriculture is less about subsistence and has become more oriented to market 
exchange (Paper II). Similarly, in the Maldives, tourism was initially restricted to 
the resort islands but this has changed with extensification (Paper V). Consequently, 
land use has intensified (Paper I).   

This is not to suggest that historical adaptive processes have been completely 
abandoned (Paper II). Some first order processes have survived, although their form 
has changed due to changes in the motivations, goals and aspirations of 
communities. A specific example is exchange, which although it persists in all 
communities has changed its form; reciprocity has given way to the market (Paper 
II). Third order processes influence the end goals of first order processes, and have 
been seminal in increasing specialization and commercialization (Paper I). The 
increasing influence of market exchange has made labour a commodity that can be 
hired in exchange for money (Paper II). This has oriented livelihoods towards 
tourism, commercial agriculture (Paper II and IV) and fishing (Paper V).  

At the same time, other adaptive processes have continued on a limited basis or 
disappeared altogether. For instance, extensification of food crops has disappeared 
and has been replaced by intensification. Land is used to grow commercial crops in 
a smaller area to take advantage of opportunities made possible through market 
exchange (Paper II). In Kudafari and Maafushi, land has been redesigned and its use 
intensified in order to construct bigger houses, walking paths, high-rise guesthouses 
and hotels, and the bikini beach (Papers IV and V).  

Currently, the goals of increased profitability and production associated with market 
exchange and commercialization has encouraged adaptive processes such as 
innovation and rediscovery. For instance, the Maldives have introduced innovative 
fishing methods, in the form of mechanized boats and a fish aggregating device 
(Papers I and V) to deal with increasing demand from commercial fisheries and the 
growing tourism sector. In the case of Nepal, innovation, in the form of greenhouse 
techniques, allows guesthouses to offer a variety of food to attract tourists (Paper 
II). With respect to rediscovery, trees have been replanted in once-barren Ingla, 
mainly to provide shade for commercial cardamom crops (Papers I and II). Another 
example is the re-introduction of traditional toilets in Khumjung (Paper I), which 
contributes to increasing the supply of organic manure (Paper II). More manure is 
required to grow crops to cater to the needs of tourists (Paper II). 

I conclude this section by arguing that adaptive processes have acted as drivers for 
a livelihood trajectory that has moved towards greater specialization and 
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commercialization (Paper II). This specialization is associated with tourism, 
commercial farming (Paper II) and fishing (Papers IV and V). Market exchange has 
played a significant role in this move towards specialisation and commercialisation. 
The three orders of adaptive processes are used in combination to reduce risks 
associated with livelihood (Paper I). 

The consequences of adaptation for risks 

This section describes the consequences of the above-mentioned trajectory for risks. 
In general, it has reduced everyday risks related to livelihoods but, at the same time, 
increased risks related to shocks, environmental degradation and conflict. In the 
following sections I describe these two contradictory, but simultaneous 
consequences.  

Reducing everyday risks   

Examples from both Nepal and the Maldives (Papers II, III and V) highlight that 
specialized livelihoods, in the form of tourism, commercial agriculture and fishing, 
are made possible by a combination of adaptive processes (Paper I). This has 
allowed communities to cope with higher living costs, labour shortages, and reduced 
income from agricultural produce. At the same time, they enjoy better access to 
social services, which reduces everyday risks related to hunger, malnourishment, 
poverty, illiteracy and poor health (Papers II and III). 

Higher living costs have been adapted to by engaging in market exchange. In many 
cases, this has led to a re-evaluation of life goals – from subsistence farming to 
higher-earning activities (Papers I and II), ultimately driving livelihoods towards 
specialization (Paper II). The availability of market exchange, influenced by a desire 
for a better standard of living has made earning a higher income at least a possibility 
(Paper I). The desire to have a better standard of living was reported in interviews; 
community members noted that life was difficult in the past and that although they 
were now comfortable, things were expensive (Paper II). On both islands in the 
Maldives, respondents stated that tourism had brought about ‘development’ (Papers 
IV and V).  

Mobility has traditionally provided access to trade with other communities. In the 
present it offers access to the market for the sale of produce, and job opportunities 
(Paper II). In other words, being mobile has made it possible to access opportunities, 
reduce the risk of unemployment, and escape vulnerable conditions associated with 
poverty. More generally, it has contributed to tourism specialization that has created 
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job opportunities, even among those living in non-tourist areas (Kengma, Buksa, 
Ingla and Kudafari). In some cases, people from non-tourist areas are physically 
moving to tourist areas such as Khumjung (Papers II and III) and Maafushi (Paper 
V) in search of jobs. Similarly, communities in non-tourist areas in Nepal move to 
sell their produce at bigger markets such as Namche Bazaar (Paper II).  

Mobility has not only made it possible to earn higher incomes and reduced the 
possibility of unemployment, it has also provided access to educational and health 
facilities (Papers II and III). A good example is the in migration of people from the 
Oul, who are seeking to both educate their children and find work in Khumjung 
(Paper II). In this case, adaptive processes have contributed to reducing the risk of 
disease and the risk of being unemployed (Paper III).  

Innovation, design, and pooling resources have driven other adaptive processes 
(Paper I). This has directly reduced the risk of malnourishment and hunger through 
being able to earn sufficient income to buy food (Paper III), being able to access 
areas where food can be grown, or by developing innovative tools and techniques 
to grow a variety of crops (Paper II). 

Increasing risks 

Shocks  

Shocks include economic and disaster shocks (Paper IV). The increased risk of 
economic shocks is due to the macro–micro interaction between local and global 
levels that have made communities vulnerable. Market exchange can be seen as an 
adaptive response to the changes brought about by opening up the economy, and it 
has led to the increasing integration of the economies of these countries with those 
of other countries (Paper I). Specialized livelihoods are more tied to international 
markets, making them more susceptible to the vagaries of market fluctuations 
(Paper II) and increasing the risk of shocks. For instance, border controls introduced 
by India in 2015 severely crippled the supply of fuel to Khumjung (Paper II). 

There is also an increased risk of disaster shocks (Paper III). Prior to the earthquake, 
communities in Khumjung were more focused on reducing everyday risk than the 
risk of disaster shocks (Paper III). In the past, houses were small, but this changed 
with the increasing influence of tourism. New houses cater to the demands of 
tourists. They are built of big stones, in many cases on former agricultural land 
(Paper III). Over time, these adaptive processes have increased the risk of disaster 
shocks by increasing the vulnerability of buildings (Paper III) and creating 
overdependence on a single source of livelihood.  
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It is important to note that the consequences of the earthquake extended beyond the 
event itself. It also increased the vulnerability of the local tourist economy, to 
economic shocks (Paper III). Tourism was responsible for putting Nepal on the 
world map, and exposing it to the influence of international media. Post-earthquake, 
the community in Khumjung blamed the international media for distorting the image 
of tourism in Nepal and consequently reducing tourist flows (Paper III). Moreover, 
the economic dependence of Nepal on India for fuel harmed the local tourist 
economy, as a fuel blockade coincided with the earthquake (Paper III). An existing 
lack of wood for fuel, due to local regulations (Paper II) and formal rationing (Paper 
I) also increased the risk of resource scarcity, which the disaster shock only 
exacerbated. 

Another example comes from Ingla, where changes in land use (from extensification 
to intensification) to grow commercial cardamom crops have increased earnings but, 
at the same time, have increased the risk of pest shock (Paper III). The community 
was faced with other constraints (Papers I and III), notably a problem with wild 
boars, which meant they were unable to grow food crops, while the government 
failed to provide solutions (Paper II).  

To sum up, adaptive processes have driven specialization in tourism, and exposed 
communities to the vagaries of market fluctuations. At the same time other, existing 
contextual factors have increased the risk of disaster shock (Paper III).  

Environmental degradation 

Specialization driven by certain adaptive processes has increased the risk of 
environmental degradation in both Nepal and the Maldives. The forest is valued by 
both the Sherpas and the people from Oul. For the Sherpa its value lies in its relation 
to their livelihood and religious activities, while people from the Oul value it more 
in terms of their livelihood, as they are hired to collect firewood (Paper IV). It should 
be noted here that increasing demand for wood to cater to the needs of the tourism 
industry has resulted in increased forest clearing (Paper III). In Khumjung, illegal 
forest clearing was observed in the aftermath of the earthquake. This was 
legitimized by the exercise of power by the forest ranger who ignored rules that 
restricted when wood cutting was allowed (Paper III).  

Another example comes from Ingla, where land infertility is increasing. In the past, 
organic manure was used, but the growing commercialization of food crops resulted 
in the use of chemical fertilizers that ultimately reduced fertility (Paper II). A lack 
of government support in finding solutions was another driver (Paper II). Many 
respondents also referred to the increased risk of pest shock that had destroyed 
cardamom production (Paper II).  
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Several examples from the Maldives underline the increasing risk of environmental 
degradation. Increased waste production from resorts was claimed to be responsible 
for increased coral bleaching (Paper IV). The fish aggregating device was 
introduced by the government in an effort to meet increasing demand for fish 
(Papers IV and V). However, interviewees noted that the practice was unsustainable 
(Papers IV and V). The Maldivian government’s emphasis on infrastructure 
development caters to the needs of increasingly specialized and commercial 
activities (Paper V). At the same time, it is incompatible with the country’s climate 
adaptation policies (Paper IV). This increased risk of environmental degradation 
should be viewed in a context where environmental impact assessments are 
insufficient and the government is free to ignore the rules (Paper IV). This is 
indicative of the power of a legal authority to determine when an environmental 
assessment is required (or not), and also to unilaterally decide what counts as 
degradation (or not).  

Conflict 

Increasing specialization and the shift from subsistence to commercially-oriented 
activities (Paper II) has also increased the risk of conflicts (Paper IV). Different 
types of conflicts were observed (Paper IV), including clashing goals and norms 
among actors; conflicts based on the relative positions of actors; and differing 
degrees of manifestation (Paper IV). For instance, the rules imposed by the 
Sagarmatha National Park authority conflicted with the Sherpa’s goal of using forest 
resources in their everyday activities (Paper IV). This also increased the risk of 
intragroup conflict, seen in the post-earthquake situation, where the buffer zone 
representative disagreed with the forest ranger’s decision to allow the Sherpa to cut 
trees (Paper IV). Conflict was also observed at the intergroup level between the 
dominant Sherpa and the people from the Oul (Papers II and III), in the form of the 
latter being blamed for the illegal overuse of resources (Paper IV). It is important to 
note here that that Oul people are considered as outsiders (Paper II); they own no 
land and are dependent on the Sherpa for work and housing (Papers II, III and IV). 

Conflict can manifest to different degrees (Paper IV). For instance, the Maldivian 
government’s contradictory adaptation policies with respect to preserving the 
environment represents a latent conflict (Paper IV). On the other hand, women 
tearing down the makeshift bikini beach wall in protest represents a manifest 
conflict (Papers IV and V). In Maafushi, women have been sidelined by powerful 
actors such as government authorities and hotel owners; this is compounded by 
social norms that acted as a backdrop for conflict (Papers IV and V). It is important 
to understand the context in which factors such as power and religion interact (Paper 
V) in order to understand the root causes of the increased risk of conflict, and how 
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the consequences may differ at the community level (Paper V). This is described in 
more detail in the section below. 

Shaping consequences: gender inequality and social differentiation 

The analysis clearly showed that not only has adaptation had consequences, but also 
that these consequences are different for different social groups (Papers V and IV). 
Gender inequality and social differentiation were found to put some at higher risk 
than others. In the Maldives, mobility is reduced for women and increased for men 
(Paper V). In Nepal, shocks have had a particularly significant impact on female 
migrants from the Oul (Paper III).  

In the Maldives, specialisation has reduced the physical, occupational and 
existential mobility of women (Paper V). As noted above, the exercise of power by 
men and gendered social norms enforced a gendered division of labour (Paper V). 
Notably, women were only able to undertake a limited range of jobs in tourism 
(Paper V). Furthermore, these factors combined to shape adaptation in ways that 
had gendered consequences for mobility (Paper V). The reduced mobility of 
Maldivian women translated into reduced adaptive capacities; mobility is an 
important adaptive process in itself (Paper I), as it provides access to opportunities 
and choices (Paper V). A gendered division of labour was also observed in Ingla, 
Buksa and Kengma where women are more engaged in agricultural activities, while 
men go out to work in trekking- related activities or even outside the country (Paper 
II). As a result, women in Ingla were more affected by pest shock since they were 
more engaged in agriculture than men (Paper III). 

In Khumjung, social differentiation emerged as a factor shaping the consequences 
of adaptation (Paper III). People from the Oul migrate to Khumjung to access work 
and education opportunities, reducing their everyday risk (Paper III) but, at the same 
time, this exposes them to social differentiation (Papers III and IV). This is 
heightened by resource scarcity, as power operates through control over the use of 
resources. Two examples are the Sagarmatha National Park Committee and 
ownership of land by Sherpas (Paper IV), which migrants from the Oul do not have 
access to. Post-earthquake, compensation was only distributed to those who could 
prove significant damage to their property. Since the Oul people did not own 
property, they were excluded (Paper III). Women from the Oul were particularly 
affected; not only did they suffer from the lack of a social network and the absence 
of their husbands (Paper III), but also delays in aid due to their non-Sherpa status 
(Papers II and III).  

These examples clearly indicate that factors such as gender inequality and social 
differentiation shape the consequences of adaptation, putting some more at risk than 
others (Papers III and V).  
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Discussion 

In this chapter, I take a step back, and discuss in detail the empirical contributions 
of this thesis with respect to the adaptation literature. The points that are addressed 
include: Why do people choose to specialize despite the increase in other risks? Is 
the binary division of consequences into adaptive or maladaptive a holistic way to 
understand consequences of adaptation process? How does an understanding of 
power, goals, values and scale facilitate a holistic understanding of the 
consequences of adaptation for risk? 

Why is adaptation oriented towards specialization?  

As noted above, communities combine thirteen adaptive processes to reduce risks 
related to livelihoods. In many cases, this has shaped the trajectory of livelihoods 
towards increased specialization in market-oriented tourism, cash crop production 
and commercial fishing. This has enabled communities to reduce certain risks and, 
at the same time, increased other risks.  

A closer look at the situation in Nepal before the earthquake and pest attack  (Paper 
III) suggests that this trajectory has reduced risks related to hunger, malnourishment, 
poverty, illiteracy and poor health. In other words, it has improved living standards 
and the community’s well-being. This, in turn, is essential in order to access and 
sustain livelihoods. Livelihoods and well-being are key factors in relation to 
adaptability (Kofinas and Chapin, 2009). As noted above, this is not to suggest that 
availability equals access or, in this case, that increased income due to specialized 
livelihoods automatically reduces risk. The ability to access resources and convert 
this income into something that people value is equally important (Kronlid, 2014; 
Robeyns, 2005). Nonetheless, Paper III shows that communities have been able to 
reduce their everyday risks over a period of time. This is confirmed by the 
improvement in human development indexes for the east of Nepal, where the 
villages are located (Nepal Human Development report, 2014).  

At the same time, increased specialization has contributed to an increased risk of 
conflict, environmental degradation and shocks. Gender inequality and social 
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differentiation are factors that have shaped vulnerability, resulting in a higher risk 
of negative consequence for some compared to others. 

An interesting point to note was the eagerness of communities in Khumjung and 
Ingla to return to their specialized livelihoods, despite the earthquake shock and pest 
attack (Paper III). Similarly, in the Maldives, communities in Kudafari and 
Maafushi support tourism despite their religious reservations (Paper IV). While the 
lack of interest in former livelihood activities in favour of quick-income-earning 
tourism work is clearly a response to reduced livelihood risk, it is also driven by a 
change in the aspirations of the people themselves, influenced by changing values 
and goals (Papers III and IV). Earlier studies of the Nepalese Sherpa has confirmed 
the replacement of spiritual and agro-pastoralist values with a tourism-centred logic 
(Spoon, 2011), and the desire to become autonomous and take advantage of the 
dollar economy (Nepal, 2015).  

Thus, at the local level, communities have adopted adaptive processes that have 
driven them towards specialized, higher-income livelihoods (Paper III). Many 
respondents stated that this was due to the higher cost of living compared to the past 
but, at the same time, the aspiration to have a better standard of living and a more 
comfortable life has also played an important role (Paper II). Similarly, in Maafushi, 
although the community’s religious beliefs were incompatible with tourism, higher 
incomes and increased development were noted as advantages (Paper V).  

It is interesting to note that this trajectory towards specialization contradicts 
dominant theory, which argues that diversification is the path to livelihood security 
(Chamber and Conoway, 1992; Scoones, 1998; Agrawal, 2008). Does this imply 
that communities’ desire to specialize, even after shocks, is  irrational? Are they 
unaware of the disadvantages of specialization? An answer could be that they 
indulge in autonomous adaptation. Autonomous adaptation is frequently, if not 
always, seen as inefficient (Eisenack, 2007; Stern, 2007) non-purposeful or 
spontaneous adaptation to ecological and market change (IPCC, 2007). However, 
this thesis clearly indicates that specialization has reduced risks related to accessing 
and sustaining livelihoods, while increasing risks to shocks, environmental 
degradation and conflicts. 

Although a normative definition of adaptation is necessary to ascertain its success 
or failure, this could come at a cost, for two reasons. First, it ignores the abilities of 
communities to manage their own risk; in particular, their endogenous adaptive 
capacities to reduce risks and navigate through shocks, even when the context may 
or may not be favourable. At the root of this counterproductive exercise lies the 
separation of the environment into natural and human, ignoring the fact that the 
natural is intertwined with the human (Castree, 2001) and separation is futile 
(Adger, 2006). In other words, communities do not adapt to but within their 
environments (Taylor, 2014).  
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This is important because communities adapt to more than just one stressor or 
change. When adaptation is termed as autonomous and seen only as a  response to 
climate and market fluctuations, each system (natural and human) ignores changes 
in, and adaptations to, the other. Additionally, it must be noted that adaptations are 
never autonomous as they “always take place within the constraints and 
opportunities engendered by antecedent collective action and collective inaction” 
(Adger et al., 2006, p. 7). Thus, terming communities’ adaptation as autonomous 
limits the scope of understanding of the contextual conditions and the scale where 
adaptation takes place to the local. At the same time, it ignores multiscale processes 
that are seminal in creating conditions of vulnerability. It may also disguise local 
factors such as power and social differentiation, which shape the adaptive capacities 
of communities. 

Another term that has become popular in climate change research is the 
interpretation of communities’ actions as spontaneous and, thus, unplanned. The 
term should be used with caution, as interpreting actions as spontaneous may reflect 
a very ahistorical understanding. Specifically, it does not take into consideration 
existing cultural and economic practices that are used to reduce local risk, and 
overlooks the fact that the environment is a product of history. Moreover, people do 
not base their decisions on their perceptions and understanding of one factor alone. 
Thus, increasing specialization is not simply due to a present phenomenon; rather it 
is the product of historical change in the two countries’ political economies that has 
seen increasing integration with other economies of the world. 

Another influential explanation for communities choosing to specialize relates to 
sensory and psychological biases that influence choices and/ or lead to inaction 
(Johnson and Levin, 2009; Meyer, 2006). According to this argument, communities 
react more to a threat that directly impacts them and taking action requires the 
occurrence of a negative event with catastrophic consequences. Although useful, 
this explanation may fall short in explaining the eagerness of communities in Ingla 
and Khumjung to return to cardamom production and tourism, despite first-hand 
experience of a shock. Furthermore, in Khumjung, communities were concerned 
about risks related to tourism even before the earthquake. Thus, it cannot be 
assumed that they were unaware of the risks of engaging in tourism.  

Hence, categorising the adaptive processes of communities as autonomous and 
spontaneous is inconsistent with the findings of this thesis. Communities had 
already voiced their concerns regarding the vulnerability of their specialised 
livelihood before the earthquake happened. A clearer understanding of their choice 
to specialize requires a closer look at what happened, and when. In the immediate 
aftermath of the earthquake, continuing to specialize suggests that communities 
were willing to expose themselves to high disaster risk while the benefits seemed 
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uncertain. Although this may be true in the short run, in the long run the rationale 
to continue engaging in tourism seems logical.  

 

Figure 5  
Foreign tourist arrivals in Nepal (1964–2017)  
Data source: Nepal Tourism Statistics 2016 

Figure 5 shows national tourism statistics for Nepal, and the dip in arrivals in 2015. 
According to local figures, in 1963, only 20 tourists visited the Everest region. This 
number leaped in 1973 to 3,500. Before the earthquake, there were more than 30,000 
visitors, which dropped to 25,000 after the event (Government of Nepal, 2017, p. 
2). Interestingly, the number of tourists visiting the Sagarmatha National Park was 
45,000 in 2016–2017, which is even higher than before the earthquake. Hence, from 
a  temporal perspective, the choice of the community to return to specialization, 
despite having first-hand experience of a shock indicates that they valued reducing 
everyday risks that negatively affected their livelihoods more than the risk of 
shocks. Communities may be willing to suffer negative consequences, if they 
perceive that taking a risk will serve other goals (Renn, 2008, p. 64). 

Thus, the choice to increase specialization does not mean that they are irrational; 
instead they are consciously adapting to a lifestyle they value and aspire to. Their 
aspirations and goals have been re-evaluated due to macro–micro linkages that 
influence social and cultural life at the local level. For example, in Nepal, Sherpas 
in Khumjung have come to value what one respondent described as the “dollar 
economy”, which has replaced the subsistence economy.  
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A critical discussion of maladaptation 

Here, I examine the binary, normative distinction between adaptive and 
maladaptive, in the context of the consequences of adaptation for risks. Although 
this categorisation may simplify theoretical arguments, it creates opposition and 
exclusion by positioning certain knowledge and activities as valid and others as 
invalid.  

This thesis suggests that communities have responded to multiple risks, influenced 
by what they value. But, at the same time, they have increased risk related to 
environmental degradation, conflict and shocks. This combination of adaptive 
processes could be termed maladaptive, as it increases rather than reduces risks 
(Magnan et al., 2016).  

However, simply categorising communities as maladaptive suggests that there are 
only two options: completely maladaptive or completely adaptive. This is an 
incomplete picture of the consequences of adaptation, as communities have been 
able to access new livelihoods. It is important to note that adaptation is a response 
to a complex combination of multiple risks and changes (Leichenko and O’Brien, 
2008). At the same time, reducing specific risks might not be the only goal and 
people may be willing to suffer the consequences if the adaptation serves goals they 
value (Renn, 2008, p. 64). Thus, saying that  adaptation is maladaptive is a dualist 
approach that, according to Flyvberg “may facilitate thinking and writing, but […] 
inhibit[s] understanding by implying a certain neatness that is rarely found in lived 
life” (2001, p. 49). Although it is important to acknowledge the negative 
consequences of maladaptation, it is equally important to acknowledge its positive 
consequences. Thus, a binary adaptive/ maladaptive distinction is counterproductive 
as it plays down the dynamic role of adaptive processes in reducing everyday risks, 
while only highlighting the negative side. 

Hence, I argue that a critical understanding of adaptation at the community level is 
warranted. This requires an explicit understanding in terms of goals, aspirations, 
values, the spatial scale and the temporal aspect (Paper III). This is not to suggest 
that the maladaptation literature does not address these dimensions. In fact, the 
findings of this thesis contribute to the discussion on maladaptation (Magnan et al., 
2017; Barnett and O’Neill, 2010) with respect to the spatial scale and temporal 
dimension. However, an important difference is that my aim is to understand 
adaptation from the vantage point of society with a focus on risk, rather than climate. 
Although Magnan et al. (2017), in their discussion of maladaptation, appear to be 
aware of multiple drivers and other global changes in the context of  vulnerability, 
their work focuses on climate risk (p. 653). At the same time, their consideration of 
global changes is, later, stated to be “incompatible for pragmatism in practice” and 
the focus on climate change is reiterated (p. 654).  
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Communities’ adaptive processes are a response to the opening up of the economy. 
Their response to sociocultural and political changes has been seminal in driving 
increased specialization, which has increased the risk of shock, environmental 
degradation and conflict. Other factors, such as social differences and gender 
inequalities have also shaped these consequences. In trying to achieve analytical 
purity, many empirical models that adopt a normative assignment of consequences 
of adaptation tend to isolate cause and effect. Although this simplifies the analysis, 
it fails to capture the messiness of changes and contextual factors in shaping risks 
(Erisken et al., 2015).  

Hence, vulnerabilities that increase risk must also be understood from the historical 
perspective of how, and in what circumstances, communities have adapted (Orlove 
2005; Parsons and Nalau, 2016). The discussion above highlights the limitations of 
the binary maladaptation/ adaptation categorisation to capture the dynamics of 
adaptation. In the following section, I discuss ways to examine these dynamics 
through an  explicit understanding of the role of power, goals, values and 
aspirations, as well as the spatial and temporal context. 

Understanding the consequences of adaptation for risk 

Power is fundamental 

The empirical findings of this thesis affirm the role of power in creating different 
and unequal consequences. At the same time, the exercise of power has shaped the 
adaptation agenda, as some risks are given attention at the expense of others.  

Both people from the Oul and the Sherpa are exposed to the risk of earthquakes, but 
the consequences are far more severe for the former. This is because they lack power 
over resources and decisions concerning the distribution of aid. Following the 
earthquake, funds raised by the private sector were only distributed to Sherpas, 
while government aid was only given to those who owned buildings or assets, 
excluding people from the Oul. The exercise of power increased risks and 
vulnerabilities for some, while increasing the accessibility and availability of 
benefits for others (Taylor, 2014; Nightingale 2017, Eriksen et al., 2015). 

Another example comes from Khumjung. Here, the implications of the exercise of 
power can be observed in the rationing (adaptive process) of forest products. Post-
earthquake rationing resulted in a resource conflict among communities, as trees 
were cut down. Once again, people from the Oul were at higher risk of social 
differentiation, as they were blamed for misusing resources. 
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Similarly, in the Maldives the exercise of power is dominated by men. This  saw the 
interests of the state, guesthouse owners and resort owners being prioritized, that 
reduced the mobility of women. Mobility is an important adaptive capacity 
(Kronlid, 2014; Kaufmann et al., 2004) and reduced mobility reduced their ability 
to manage risk. Hence, the role of power in creating gender disparities is important; 
as Bradshaw (2015, p. 66) rightly points out, it is not only disasters that expose 
people to risk – everyday inequities, such as  gender inequalities, create bigger risks. 

At the local level, power is exercised to set adaptation agendas that may 
inadequately address community concerns, resulting in conflict. For instance, both 
countries have prioritized climate risk adaptation agendas over  infrastructure 
solutions. This may fail to capture consequences that do not fit the conventional 
definition of technical risk, especially those that are non-physical and difficult to 
calculate. For example, conflicts and vulnerability can lead to gender inequality and 
social differentiation. Policies that only focus on biophysical sources to define 
vulnerabilities and risks (Eriksen et al., 2015, p. 524) result in solutions that focus 
on technological issues (Boyd, 2017). One example is Nepal’s NAPA (2010), where 
climate (Nightingale, 2017), rather than gender issues is used as a starting point to 
“address the consequence of the exclusion of women and local vulnerabilities” 
(Nagoda, 2015, p. 574). Similarly, in the Maldives, the NAPA (2007) notes the 
promotion of gender equality, but it is not adequately addressed. Such discursive 
framings are possible when agendas are determined by those who wield power 
(Eriksen et al., 2015; Nagoda, 2015). In the Maldivian case, the power vested in the 
government to forgo rules regarding environmental impact assessments exemplifies 
the practice.  

Understanding the role of power is important regardless of physical differences in 
geography. Power shapes risk, in particular, how it is framed and produced. 
Individuals can end up believing that risk is of their own doing or due to a physical 
factor, rather than looking at the broader context that produced the vulnerable 
condition in the first place (Rose, 1999).   

Goals, values and aspirations 

The importance of goals, values and aspirations has been well-established when 
discussing adaptation processes (Baxter and Armitage, 2012; O’Brien and Wolf, 
2010). In this thesis, they shape decisions and it is thus important to consider them 
explicitly when evaluating adaptation. For instance, following the earthquake, the 
Sherpa intensified their use of land and forest resources to build more houses to 
cater for tourists. This could be seen as maladaptive, negating the adaptive process 
of rationing, associated with the goal of the sustainable use of the forest. At the same 
time, it could also be seen as positive, if the goal is to provide housing and earn an 
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income to reduce everyday risk. Similar results are found elsewhere in the world 
(Becker, 2017; Coulthard, 2008). Thus, goals and values influence partially, if not 
completely, the normative assignment of the consequences of adaptation. A holistic 
understanding of these consequences requires consideration of two other 
dimensions; the spatial context and scale, and the temporal factor.  

The spatial scale 

Consideration of the spatial context and scale also helps to clarify the consequences 
of adaptation. Here, the spatial context is geographical. The scale, on the other hand, 
can be spatial (Harvey, 2006) or jurisdictional (Young, 2006). It is important to 
consider both in order to understand interactions between macro and micro levels, 
and how they influence the micro context that shapes vulnerabilities and risk. 
Additionally, successful adaptation at the macro level does not automatically mean 
or guarantee success at the micro level (Paper III); nor does successful adaptation at 
the household level automatically mean positive outcomes for everyone in the 
community (Paper V). Thus, the explicit consideration of scale is important when 
making normative judgments. Any serious attempt to enhance adaptive capacity and 
reduce vulnerability requires identifying and understanding the context and scale of 
adaptation.  

The temporal aspect  

The consideration of time also contributes to a holistic understanding of the 
consequences of adaptation at the community level. These can differ as a function 
of time, and a focus on one period can lead to the judgment that the entire process 
was maladaptive. The two examples presented in the discussion (the earthquake in 
Khumjung and the pest attack in Ingla) underline that adaptive processes can be 
designated as either adaptive or maladaptive depending on the timeframe that is 
adopted. The normative value given to the adaptation must be explicitly linked to a 
time period. Furthermore, its inclusion facilitates a comparison of the spatial context 
with the reasons behind adopting a particular adaptation process (Papers II and 
Paper III).  

Consideration of these dimensions is key if we are to avoid the uncritical use of the 
terms ‘maladaptation’ and ‘autonomous adaptation’, and ensure that normative 
value judgements are based on a holistic understanding.  

In conclusion, adaptation, regardless of its geographic location, is characterized by 
complexity and embedded in conflicts. In the search for simple solutions, assuming 
that it is a linear, technical process or making binary judgments may seem attractive. 
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But this runs the risk of disguising factors that play a seminal role, and focusing on 
a particular set of consequences while ignoring others. Thus, to understand 
adaptation holistically requires embracing its complexity: goals, values, aspirations, 
the spatial scale and temporal aspects must be explicitly addressed. These 
dimensions should not be seen as independent, but compared and contrasted, as they 
complement each other in understanding the consequences of adaptation for risk.  
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Conclusion 

We now return to the two research questions that are the subject of this thesis. How 
have communities in the selected villages of Nepal and islands in the Maldives 
adapted in response to livelihood risk, in living memory? Although thirteen 
processes are identified, overall, adaptation is characterized by greater 
specialization: towards tourism in both Nepal (except Ingla) and the Maldives;  
towards commercial fishing in the Maldives; and towards commercial agriculture in 
Ingla.  

What are the consequences of this adaptation for risk? The results show that 
although adaptation has reduced everyday risk, it has increased other risks. Overall, 
it has enabled communities to reduce risks related to unemployment, illiteracy, 
health and hunger but, at the same time, it has increased risks related to 
environmental degradation, shocks and conflict. Additionally, these consequences 
are not only different for different communities, but also unequal, particularly in 
terms of gender. 

A normative, binary understanding of consequences of adaptation as adaptative or 
maladaptive would designate this trajectory as maladaptive, and see the efforts of 
communities as autonomous, suggesting spontaneity and inefficiency. In the case of 
Nepal, the observation that people resumed the same activities after a shock cements 
this argument. However, such a stance is problematic and disguises some key 
aspects of adaptation. Furthermore, the unequal consequences of adaptation mean 
that the process is gendered. Interestingly, it may increase risk by reducing the 
adaptive capacities of some, at the expense of others. Gender inequalities and social 
differentiation were found to shape vulnerabilities and risks. Hence, this thesis 
argues that understanding the factors that shape risk must go beyond the traditional 
focus on geographical and biophysical factors, a strategy that is commonly found in 
SIDS and LLMDS adaptation policies.  

Therefore, understanding the consequences of adaptation for risk must capture the 
above-mentioned complexities. As noted in the discussion, one way forward would 
be to understand adaptation from the vantage point of society. Such an approach 
extends beyond climate and seeks to capture the consequences of adaptation, not in 
terms of a single factor, but multiple factors or variables. In this thesis, these 
included the contradictory interests, goals, values and beliefs of the different actors 
exercising power. Furthermore, it helped in identifying and acknowledging factors 
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, such as social differentiation, gender inequality and other consequences such as 
conflict. The explicit inclusion of goals, values, and the spatial and temporal scales 
brings to light community efforts to deal with risks related to their livelihoods and 
improved wellbeing, while navigating shocks. It can serve as a useful starting point 
to understand the consequences of adaptation for risk at the local level, rather than 
limiting the analysis to a binary lens. 

Such a focus could contribute to the formulation of adaptation policies and risk 
management, as it provides an insight into how environmental change translates into 
risk at the local level. Taking account of the time scale and spatial context highlights 
the efforts of communities to navigate risk, and acknowledges their efforts to 
minimize it. In highlighting the conflicts inherent in interactions between 
community and the government, this study argues that efforts to improve adaptation 
may not always require a managerial or technical fix. Finally, the observation that 
the consequences of adaptation are unequal and gendered is timely, given renewed 
interest in identifying the negative consequences of adaptation practices, and the 
application of normative values.  
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Appendix I: Summary of in-depth interviews in Nepal 
and the Maldives  

Round  Location Number of Respondents Total 
  In-depth Interviews  
  Male Female  
1 Nepal 22 26 48 
2 Nepal 14 20 34 
1 The Maldives 17 14 31 
    113 
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Appendix II: Summary of key informants 

Location Affiliation of key informant (gender) 
Jamuna (Nepal) Head of village development (male) 
Ilam (Nepal) Namsaling Development Cooperation (male) 
Kathmandu (Nepal) Head of the Hillary Foundation (male) 
Salleri (Nepal) Former head of the administrative district (male) 
Khumjung (Nepal) Buffer Committee member (male) 
Khumjung (Nepal) Nawa head (male) 
Khumjung (Nepal) Police officer 
Kudafari (the Maldives) Island councillor (male) 
Maafushi (the Maldives) Island councillor (male) 
Maafushi (the Maldives) Head of the Women’s Development Committee  (female) 
Malé (the Maldives)  Environmental Protection Agency employee (male) 
Malé (the Maldives)  Non-governmental organisation (two female employees)  
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Appendix III: Summary of group discussions 

Location Number and gender of participants 
Ingla (Nepal) 7 females (aged 20–50) 
Ingla (Nepal) 4 males (youth club members) (aged 20–40) 
Kudafari (the Maldives) 4 females (aged > 50) 
Maafushi (the Maldives) 3 males (working in water sports tourism) (aged 20–35) 
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Appendix IV: Author contribution to the appended 
publications  

Paper I: Second author. I contributed with the overall data collection, analysis and 
partly with the writing of the paper. 

Paper II: First author. I had the overall responsibility of data collection, designing, 
analysis and the writing of the paper. The second author and third author contributed 
towards writing and analysis. 

Paper III: First Author. I had the overall responsibility of data collection, designing, 
analysis and the writing of the paper. The second and third author contributed 
towards designing the study and writing of the paper. 

Paper IV: First Author. I had the overall responsibility of data collection, designing 
and the writing of the paper. Analysis was a joint effort. The second author 
contributed towards analysis and writing of the paper.  

Paper V: Single Author. I had the overall responsibility of data collection, designing,  
analysis and writing of the paper.  

 

 

 

 



102 

 





PH
U

 D
O

M
A

 LA
M

A  
 

C
onsequences of A

daptation for R
isk -In N

epal and the M
aldives                                                                                                   2019

Lund University
Division of Risk Management and Societal Safety

Lund University Centre of Risk Assessment and
Management (LUCRAM)
ISBN 978-91-7895-097-3 

Consequences of Adaptation for Risk
In Nepal and the Maldives
PHU DOMA LAMA 

FACULTY OF ENGINEERING | LUND UNIVERSITY

9
7
8
9
1
7
8

9
5
0
9
7
3

The need to adapt is considered more urgent 
now than ever, notably given the current focus 
on climate risk. Typically, adaptation is presented 
as a solution to reduce such risks. But human 
beings are not neutral actors and have values, 
goals and aspirations, who posess and exercise 
power. Therefore, it would be problematic 
to assume adaptation as a neutral, solution 
oriented process without any consequence. It is 
against this backdrop that this thesis attempts 
to understand consequences of adaptation in 
relation to risk. The thesis emphasises the need 
to adopt a critical approach to understanding 
the consequences of adaptation from a risk 
perspective. Adaptation must be reframed as 
a process, rather than a one-time technical 
solution. More importantly, analyses must pay 
attention to dimensions such as goals, values, 
power, and spatial and temporal scales. 
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