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A few years ago, a colleague of mine who heads up the 
environmental planning and climate resilience efforts of  
a mid-sized African city confessed she just threw out every 
single climate change adaptation planning guide she  
had collected over the years. None of these “best practice” 
guides (mostly from Europe and North America) actually 
helped her do her work south of the equator, so she couldn’t 
see holding on to them. No thanks to procedural adaptation 
standards!

Climate change adaptation standards – No thanks! 

Another colleague, currently assisting local communities  
in the San Francisco Bay Area with their efforts to pre- 
pare for sea-level rise, sent me a well-considered email  
arguing against standards for climate change adaptation, 
suggesting essentially that the field is too young, our 
practices not tried and true, too nascent to standardize 
them. If anything, he argued, we need more freedom  
for experimentation, not confinement in the straitjacket  
of uniformity, to figure out what worked. No thanks!
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And while I defended the need for adaptation standards  
in that exchange, I myself have long been known to argue 
that there is no single or simple answer in determining what 
“adaptation success” might mean.1 There are far too many 
value judgments, trade-offs, cross-sectoral and cross-scalar 
complexities and context-sensitive questions involved to 
give any one answer, and all stakeholders (including the 
private sector) need to be at the table to answer them. But 
does that then not contradict the very idea of standards, 
which by their very nature assume that there is a particular 
way of going about climate change adaptation that is better 
than their lesser alternatives? So, if we cannot answer what 
“success” is, how can we possibly set standards for adap-
tation to climate change?2

Climate change adaptation standards  
are necessary… because the alternative  
is unacceptable

Admittedly, these are pretty sharp arguments against stand- 
ards. If only it were that easy to dismiss them! For starters, 
there are the very practical questions I – and many others – 
get asked nowadays by planners, decision-makers, policy-
makers, leaders of professional societies, philanthropies 
and non-governmental organizations: What adaptation 
practices work? Which are better than others? Are we mak- 
ing any progress toward resilience? How should we build 
infrastructure now? What is a good adaptation decision? 
How do we design an adequate adaptation process?  
Who should sit at the table? How should we train adaptation 
professionals? What is ethical practice? I wish there was 
something I could point to that would help me answer these 
questions with more than my personal judgment from 20- 
some years of experience. And now that there is an explicit 
adaptation goal in the Paris Agreement, finding reliable 
answers to these questions has become an imperative.3

Beyond this first layer of practical questions lie deeper 
issues though. Consider this: anyone who goes for some-
thing as simple and personal as a chiropractic treatment  
can be assured the practitioner has been professionally 
trained, carries a license, and regularly attends profes- 
sional development sessions to maintain that license. If one  
would feel the treatment was inadequate or harmful, there  
is a process in place to hear the grievance and get compen-
sated if actual harm is found. In climate change adaptation 
– an arguably far more complex and consequential endeavor 
– there is almost no professional training (a few courses 
offered around the world is all!); no assurance that such 
training is comprehensive or sophisticated; no certification; 
nor a process for mediating contrasting opinions about 
adequate or negligent professional behavior. 

But you might say, adaptation is carried out by professionals, 
say engineers, conservation specialists, health care provider, 
or planners, and each of these professions has its standards. 
Is that not enough? Surely, no business would think of hiring 
an engineer who had not been adequately trained and 

certified; no municipality would approve the budget for 
upgrading its infrastructure if that bridge, road or sewage 
treatment plant were not built to specifications that ensured 
performance for a specified number of years. And yet, in 
climate change adaptation, a community planner might hire 
consultants to help develop an adaptation plan, blindly 
trusting that they know what they are doing. A community 
may pay for an upgrade to its infrastructure by engineers, 
who they can trust to know how to build a bridge, but only 
hope to have relevant training in climate science, impacts 
and adaptation. 

In fact, what should that local official look for among the 
qualifications? For example, besides subject-matter qualifica- 
tions, how important are skills such as a solid understanding 
of climate science, the ability to effectively facilitate stake-
holder engagement? How much awareness and appropriate 
navigation of the ethical environmental, intergenerational  
or social-justice issues involved in adaptation is needed? 
Should they know how to design decision processes in  
the face of deep uncertainty? How important is effective 
communication, systems thinking, interdisciplinarity,  
or the ability to manage complex, politicized processes?  
To me, banking on the assumption that an engineer or a 
medical professional knows about adaptation is like asking an 
orthopedist (whom we know and trust because of how they 
helped us before) to evaluate a skin rash. Or – to make the 
point more forcefully – to assess a worsening heart murmur.

And then consider this: a manager of a business with global 
supply chains and trading partners sees the necessity for 
thinking about adaptation and hires someone to oversee 
the company’s adaptation efforts. Then some unprece-
dented climate extreme affects a crucial production site 
along the supply chain, and the business disruption costs 
millions in losses because no one had thought to also 
implement adaptation efforts at other sites, considered 
redundancies, or checked whether adaptation efforts taken 
elsewhere were “good enough.”4 And even if she did all 
these things, her concerns probably got drowned out  
in debates over production goals, quarterly returns and 
business imperatives. Without adaptation standards,  
the things that are already being measured to indicate 
performance will simply win out over adaptation, which  
is not codified.

AND YET, IN CLIMATE CHANGE  
ADAPTATION, A COMMUNITY PLANNER 

MIGHT HIRE CONSULTANTS TO HELP 
DEVELOP AN ADAPTATION PLAN, 

BLINDLY TRUSTING THAT THEY KNOW 
WHAT THEY ARE DOING.
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Climate change adaptation standards  
for an emerging field?

Standards can be developed for many aspects of adaptation, 
as St. Clair and Aalbu discuss: design standards (structural 
specifications), performance standards (outcome specifica-
tions), and procedural standards (process specifications).2 
But what if we just do not know (yet) what skills and qualifica-
tions an adaptation professional should have? What if it is 
unknowable what the best pathway forward is given climate 
change uncertainties, the difficulty of predicting impacts 
with any temporal and geographic specificity, and the 
limited reliability of solutions under changing conditions? 
What if it is not proven yet what designs, approaches and 
practices work? And what if we cannot agree on desirable 
outcomes?

All metaphors will be limited, but we do have exemplars that 
can provide insight, inspiration and encouragement for 
situations where a particular practice is not yet standardized. 
Take the procedural standards for experimental drug use. 

We allow it, and allow it only, under controlled circumstances 
when we have tried everything else and we have clear 
indication that the experimental drug is promising, even  
if we do not yet have enough evidence that it will work.  
We must follow proper procedure and carefully collect infor-
mation about the consequences of such use. Following these 
procedural standards does not guarantee that the ill patient 
will walk away healthy. But it does ensure clear communication  
of risks and potential benefits, clarity on liability, a depend- 
able and transparent process detailing the conditions and 
implementation of the experiment, a protocol for close moni- 
toring of the consequences of using the drug, and because  
of all of these procedural standards – ultimately – some 
degree of protection for both the individual and for society.  

Standards convey values

Any one metaphor or way of framing the adaptation challenge 
will bring forward different sets of concerns and issues to 
which we need to pay attention. That is why it is essential to 
bring a wide variety of voices to the standard-setting table 
so that different perspectives and situational contexts can  
be considered.

But consider what lies beneath the standards that guide 
risky, uncertain, experimental and unproven procedures! 
They reveal certain values that we wish to maintain, even  
if we cannot ensure success. In the above example, the 
protection of human dignity, respect for informed decision- 
making, an appropriate balance of rights and responsibility 
of all involved, an imperative of learning from the trial,  
and the importance of trust come through.

AS TO THE VALUES THAT MIGHT  
GUIDE US, WE CAN DRAW ON WIDELY 

ACCEPTED ONES: THE UNIVERSAL 
DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

MIGHT BE A FRUITFUL, IF GENERAL, 
STARTING PLACE.
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As we move toward setting standards for climate change 
adaptation, we may on the surface haggle over technical- 
ities, but underneath find ourselves enmeshed in the pro- 
foundly important negotiation over the values they bespeak,  
the values that should guide humanity’s path forward  
in an uncertain climatic, natural and social environment.  
As to the values that might guide us, we can draw on widely 
accepted ones: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
might be a fruitful, if general, starting place.5 The Earth 
Charter6 may serve as a more directly relevant complement 
to guide the development of climate change adaptation 
standards given its focus on values informing social and envi- 
ronmental sustainability in a continually changing context. 

A place to start

For sheer efficiency and ease, it might be useful to start these 
difficult negotiations with the standards we already have in 
place. It seems only reasonable to begin the development of 
adaptation standards with an inventory of existing standards 
that determine what we do; what, where and how we build; 
how we act; and then examine each for their fitness for,  
and responsiveness to, changing conditions.7 In doing so,  
it is prudent not to assume a particular climate target but 
perpetual change. 

The next step, then, is to assess which of these existing 
standards, if implemented, would help us become better 
prepared for changing average and extreme conditions? 
Which of them hinder us from instituting better practices? 
Can those existing standards be adjusted by adding  
an “uncertainty buffer”? Or can they be made “dynamic”  
(i.e., by moving from fixed numbers to standards that are 
relative to a baseline, which will require regular updating)? 
That way climate change could be mainstreamed into 
existing practices, and – while clearly affecting stakeholder 
interests – be easier to accept by those who will have to 
enact them. 

Only after existing standards have been fully considered, 
should we ask bigger questions: What are we missing?  

What practice relevant to climate change adaptation  
are we overlooking? In what ways is adaptation unique  
or significantly different to demand novel approaches?  
How do we create space for innovation without undue 
violation of the deepest values we wish to maintain?  
What is flawed or biased in existing practice that new 
standards could help transform fundamentally?

The promise of climate change adaptation 
standards

In the end, standards are only as good as their application  
in practice. Policy-makers should carefully consider how to 
use (often private sector-driven) standards as complements 
to other “carrot and stick” policy mechanisms (e.g., funding 
instruments, regulation, zoning) and enact them using inno- 
vative collaborations (e.g., working with educators, profes-
sional societies, credit rating institutions, investors, businesses, 
and researchers) as DNV GL is known to engage in. In short, 
standards cannot alone guarantee successful adaptation gover- 
nance, but they can play a powerful and integral role in it.

As standards are being developed and implemented, they 
will garner attention, become visible and eventually foster 
change. They constitute essential mechanisms for profes-
sionalizing the field of adaptation practice.8 But that is only 
one of their benefits. 

Ultimately, well-conceived standards will change the land-
scape of vulnerability. They can directly apply to the physical 
and natural capital of communities and companies, but they 
can, and should, also affect every other dimension of adaptive 
capacity: its human, social, financial/economic, technical/
scientific and institutional aspects. As standards become 
embedded in normal procedure and solidify and profession-
alize adaptation practice, eventually they move into the back- 
ground and become, as St. Clair and Aalbu2 argue, invisible. 
What the widespread use of adequate standards will visibly 
reveal, however, is a society better adept at dealing with a 
constantly changing, uncertain, and surprising environment. 
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Businesses already rely upon management and corporate 
governance systems to cope with the rapidly changing, inter- 
connected and globalized business context. DNV GL suggests 
that these systems must now be deployed to deal with the 
greatest change driver of them all: the uncertainty, complexity 
and systemic nature of climate impacts. This encompasses 
both physical and non-physical risks, including policy and 
legal, technology, market and reputation risks – all of which 
have the potential for substantive financial impacts.

Standards are key elements of corporate governance.  
They are the world’s invisible infrastructure – rules established 
by expert bodies prescribing the quality or performance of  
a given practice, procedure or product. New standards are 
undoubtedly required to help business, and society, cope  
with the scale of the coming challenge. Procedural standards 
could, for example, guide companies on how to identify and 
manage multiple climate risks, and on how to integrate this 
work into existing risk management processes.

“However, a perspective shift is needed,“ says Dr Pierre C Sames, 
DNV GL Group Technology and Research Director, “from com- 
pany-level adaptation and mitigation to a broader view that 
seeks effective integration of climate risks into corporate risk 
management and trade-offs with wider sustainability goals.“
 

In January 2017, DNV GL’s Climate Action research 
programme issued a position paper titled:  
Business action for climate-resilient pathways:  
the role of standards. 

STANDARDS  
TO FAST-TRACK 
BUSINESS  
CLIMATE ACTION

Interview

ASUN ST. CLAIR, PH. D. Philosopher and sociologist, Asun was Lead Author  
of IPCC Fifth Assessment Report on climate change 
impacts, adaptation and vulnerability. She is a member, 
amongst others, of Future Earth Engagement Committee, 
of the Working Group for the Technical Examination 
Process on Adaptation under the UNFCCC Adaptation 
Committee and ICIMOD Board of Governors. Her current 
work is focused on climate services, climate governance, 
the role of standards in the Paris Agreement regime  
and business climate action.

DNV GL’s  
position paper can  
be downloaded at  
www.dnvgl.com/

climate-standards-
research
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There is a lot of uncertainty associated with the  
effects of climate change – surely this calls for flexi-
bility rather than standards-based approaches?

Yes there is uncertainty as the impacts of climate change  
are variable over time and specific locations but there is 
substantive agreement in that climate change poses serious 
risks for business continuity and for the societies in which 
business operates. This is analogous to many other risks 
companies face, such as economic downturns or societal 
conflict. Companies are used to adapting to a changing 
world and to conditions of uncertainty. Climate change  
is not different. We need both standards, flexibility and 
agility to envision and adapt to change. 

Why is DNV GL taking the lead on exploring the role 
of standards in mobilizing business climate action; 
what qualifies the company to do so?

We think that the effort to develop standards to support 
business climate action should come from business itself.  
DNV GL has 150 years’ experience in developing standards  
to support our customers with managing risk, and we are 
positioned as a neutral party between companies, govern- 
ments and civil society. We work together with our customers  
to find solutions to their most complex challenges, and 
create partnerships for action across different actors. 

How would adaptation standards relate to other 
systems of governance, for example that promoted  
by Future Earth?

Future Earth is the foremost international research platform 
providing knowledge and support to accelerate transforma-
tions to a sustainable world; but it is very aware that knowledge 
is generated in partnership with society and the users of 
science. Future Earth includes the most well-known scientific 
perspectives on climate governance, but it does not engage 
on private governance, which is led by industries and formal 
standards organizations. Adaptation standards will have  
to be science-based, but industry led. This requires close 
partnerships between industry and sustainability science 
networks like Future Earth.

What aspects of adaptation are most in need of 
standards? 

To me, the most important thing is to better understand 
what constitutes successful adaptation. What processes  
are required for successful business adaptation to climate 
change? What is for example a climate resilient organization? 
We need to generate methods and processes that enable 
comparability and efficiency and that result in consensus  
on the types of evidence organizations need in order to 
demonstrate they have taken all the reasonable steps to be 
well-adapted. To date, no one has answers to these questions. 

In their position paper, DNV GL co-authors Asun St.Clair and Kjersti Aalbu  
present three questions to guide further exploration of how standards  

can provide guidance for businesses on climate action, and help mobilize 
actions towards climate-resilient pathways: 

THREE CRITICAL QUESTIONS

Which standards,  
including metrics and  

indicators, are needed to 
support business actions 

towards achieving the  
Paris Agreement goals  

and climate-resilient 
pathways?

Which elements 
of climate change  

adaptation can be stand- 
ardized, and which elements 

could benefit most from  
standardization integrated  

with wider sustaina- 
bility goals?

Which types of  
standards and standard- 
development processes  
can contribute to trans- 

formative change?

1 2 3

DNV GL’s online features team interviewed the paper’s lead author, Asun St Clair,  
Senior Principal Scientist in DNV GL’s Climate Action Programme:
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Businesses can see clearly the societal imperative to  
make their contribution to the goals of the Paris Agreement  
as well as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
But our customers tell us that they need specific and practical 
guidance and standards to bridge the divide between these 
global ambitions and the reality of their local operations and 
markets. In addition, investor analysts also need credible  
and standardized data on companies’ climate risk-related  
liabilities and opportunities, and how adaptation will influence  
long-term business strategy. Achieving a consensus will be  
a challenge to which DNV GL can take a leadership role.”

Customer Insight: Standards as a bridge between 
ambition and reality

Comment by Jon Woodhead,  
Regional Assessment  
Services Manager,  
DNV GL Business Assurance: 

What are the next steps? 

The next step for us is to drive close coordination between 
multiple stakeholders including business, scientists and 
governments. DNV GL already provides climate services  
to our customers, including support with assessing 
climate risks and opportunities. We are now looking  
to work with our customers to generate guidance  
and standards to help business establish climate- 
resilient development pathways – ensuring syner- 
gies between climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, commercial success, and efforts  
to respond to the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

Read more about our:

Climate Action research programme

Technology & Research unit

Business Assurance services
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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR:

This feature article is part of a regular series of insights, 
surveys and interviews that DNV GL commissions from 
its own experts and from other influential thinkers  
and writers. We have discontinued our printed 
corporate magazine and readers can subscribe instead 
to these online updates which will cover a range of 
topics of cross-industry relevance. www.dnvgl.com 

Most private standards are trans- 
national and can address transnational 
problems such as climate change. 


